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[Sic] Note on the Diaries:
Mary Williams only had a year of formal education, and so the grammar and spelling in her
diaries is creatively executed. I experimented with "fixing" her mistakes but ultimately
decided that this took away from her voice. I have therefore left all quotes and excerpts
written by Williams herself as they were recorded, in hopes that my readers would appreciate
her words as they were written. I have, however, added some clarifying punctuation. Most of
these excerpts are in the second half of the project.

Abstract
As the War of 1812 drew to a stalemate, the American government began the process of state
formation in the "Old Northwest," which put political, economic, and cultural pressures on
the indigenous population. Among the Anishinaabeg, Menominee, Ho-Chunk, and other
Native inhabitants, however, were fifty-three communities of mixed ancestry produced by the
fur trade: the Great Lakes Metis. This project looks at the ways the Metis of Green Bay
adapted to the pressures of settler colonialism through the nineteenth century. In particular, it
uses the diaries of a French-Menominee woman named Mary Hobart Williams to identify
examples of "survivance, "or the continued presence of indigenous peoples on the land in
ways that defy cliched formulas. Williams remained stable and solvent on her own land until
her death in the 1880s. She did this by adapting her labor, adding to her kinship network, and
using literacy to control her world.
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A woman stands, two feet planted firmly on an embankment looking out over the wide
expanse of the Fox River. The year is 1875. 1 Though only August, the breeze is crisp in this
part of Wisconsin, a herald of autumn. Her skirts whip around her and hair escapes her
braid as she observes the steamboat making its way steadily past her farmstead, against both
wind and current. Turning away from the rapid sound of propellers hitting the water, her
brows now furrow as she considers the effect last nights frost had on the buckwheat that
remains in the field. Frosts in late summer are not unheard of in this region, and she has
dealt with them before. Shielding her

eyes

against the afternoon sun, she glimpses a distant

figure hard at work, mowing. They won Y have much to sell, but fortunately th ey planted
ample amounts of potatoes for their own sustenance.
On both sides of the river, fertile farm fields stretch for miles-some fallow, some
mown, others full of hearty corn or hay for the growing herds of dairy cattle. Her own Miss
Cato munches under a tree, ears twitching. The cultivated patchwork quilt that surrounds
their home is dotted with small woodlots and the remnants of maple groves, but not many
miles distant great tracts of old growth forest roll out, stretching past the Wisconsin border to
Lake Superior and b eyond.
A small curl of smoke on the horizon worries her: fires caused by errant lumbermen
have lately been devastating not far from here. She is distracted from her worries, however,
by the sound of a new lock and dam being constructed a mile upriver. 2 The clang of
construction and the shouts of men, some of them neighbors and cousins, remind her that the
landscape she remembers from early childhood is a memory few of her neighbors share.

Mary (Mrs. Eleazar) Williams Diaries, 22 August, 1875, Box 5, Folder 6, Eleazar Williams Papers 1634-1964,
Wisconsin Historical Society and Neville Public Museum Collections, University of Wisconsin Green Bay
Archives and Area Research Center. Henceforth Mary Williams Diaries, date, Green Bay ARC.
2
Mary Williams Diaries, August 23, 1875, Green Bay ARC.
1
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Then, boats were powered by the arms of men who sang bawdy songs, smoking pipe after
pipe to stave offtheir weariness. When they could not row, they portaged their cargo and
their canoes as well. Now, canals connect this valley to the Mississippi River, the new railway
bisects her farm, and roads stretch out in every direction.
Behind her, on the hill, is the barn and house they built more than thirty years ago
when this was yet a vast tract of unsurveyed land. Though some of her prominent neighbors
have recently constructed homes made of brick, she remains proud of her "comfortable log
house" [Figure 1]. 3 One and a halfstories tall, its front-facing gable is easily recognized by
the many travelers who know her name: Mrs. Mary Hobart Williams. Railway patrons, who
hasten through the Williams farm on their way to the Bay, look out the window and see the
woman once called "The Belle of the Fox River Valley. "4 Now in her mid-sixties, Mary
worries about the many new faces that pass by her home, spectating. She and her family
would navigate this disruption as they had so many before: by holding fast to the land,
diversifying their labor, and ingratiating themselves with the newcomers-turning strangers
into neighbors, business partners, and kin.

3
Deborah Beaumont Martin, History ofBrown County, Wisconsin: Past and Present (Chicago: S.J.
Clarke Publishing Company, 1913), 145. See also "[Replica of Eleazar Williams's Cabin]," photograph, De
Pere, Brown County, Wisconsin, 1953, Wisconsin Historical Society Collections, viewed online at
https://www.wisconsinhistory.org/Records/lmage/lM30492.
4
Publius Vergilius Lawson, Prince Or Creole: Mystery ofLouis XVII (Menasha, Wis.: Banta, 1905), 210.
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Figure 1: Home of Mary Hobart Williams, late nineteenth century, in Fred L. Holmes,
Alluring Wisconsin: The Historic Glamor and Natural Loveliness of an American
Commonwealth (Milwaukee: E. M. Hale and Co., 1937).

A picture of a rural woman in the nineteenth-century North based on her own diary,
the narrative above seems to fit neatly into the time-worn paradigm of pioneer life common
to textbook renderings of American history. Such descriptions have regularly focused on
Euro-American women of Anglo or other Germanic stock, who folded neatly into families
headed by hard-working patriarchs, attended to by a great many children. However, a second
glance reveals that Mary Hobart Williams defies this stereotype many times over, giving us
instead a much needed, diverse picture of life in the early American Northwest.
First, Williams never migrated to the Fox River Valley, as most of her neighbors had,
but she was in fact born there around 1810, before the United States held sovereignty in the
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region. Neither was she "white," as perhaps one would assume. On her mother's Menominee
side, her ancestors had traversed this river, threshed wild rice in its tributaries, and tapped the
local maple trees for their sweet sap for as long as ten-thousand years. 5 In fact, the land on
which she stood so assertively in 1875 wasn't purchased in a land grant office by her
husband or acquired by staking a claim on "the virgin soil of the river valleys," as many did
in her day. 6 It was granted to her by her mother's clan in recognition of her marriage, which
took place in 1822 when she was just thirteen. Her father, on the other hand, was a French
Canadian who migrated in 1 798 from Trois Rivieres near Montreal to what would become
Wisconsin. 7 This is to say, Mary Williams was no pioneer at all, but a member of the Metis,
or mixed-race creole community at the Bay that predated American occupation; her name at
birth had not been Mary, but Marie Madeline Jourdain.
To make her life all the more contrary to stereotypes, the figure Williams observed
mowing in the field wasn't her husband; that absent man had died nearly twenty years before,
hundreds of miles from home. In fact, the figure was no man at all, but a young woman of
sturdy frame who, like Mary, was listed as "half Indian" on the 1870 census. 8 Fond of
spearfishing, hunting racoons, and going to town in a crisp new dress, Mary Williams's
adopted daughter Josephine did field labor on a regular basis, while Williams traded in
livestock and hired neighbor men to butcher and build fences. 9 Josephine's birth mother, a

Mike Hoffman and Ray Reser, "Menominee Place Names," interview 19 September, 2013, Wisconsin Public
Radio. Mike Hoffman is one of the few living speakers of the Menominee language. He has worked extensively
with UW-Stevens Point Archaeologist Ray Reser to document and preserve Menominee knowledge of the
landscape now called Wisconsin. See also Mike Hoffman, "Menominee Place Names in Wisconsin,"
https://www4.uwsp.edu/museum/menomineeClans/places/.
6
Frederick Jackson Turner, Significance of the Frontier in American History (New York: Holt, 1921), 18.
7
Publius Vergilius Lawson, History, Winnebago County, Wisconsin: Its Cities, Towns, Resources, People
(Chicago: Cooper, 1908), 289.
8
U.S. National Archives and Records Administration, "United States Census, 1870," Family Search, accessed
21 August, 2020, https://familysearch.org/ark:/61903/1:1:MN9S-JH3.
9
Mary Williams Diaries, June 4, 1867 and October 9, 1875, Green Bay ARC.
5
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Menominee woman whom they called Nanny, lived with them and performed domestic labor,
including harvesting wild rice, cooking, spinning, and maple sugaring. For nearly thirty
years, these three lived together as a family without a man to lead them. Thus, not only does
Mary Williams defy racial expectations of farm life in early Wisconsin, she also eludes
common ideas of feminine labor and the nineteenth-century family.
Making sense of Mary Williams and her female household-women who shattered
the stereotypes of suffering Indians, stalwart settlers, and patriarchal farm families so familiar
in America's national memory-will be the mission of this project. How was such an
existence possible for women of indigenous descent in the late nineteenth century, the era of
Sand Creek, Greasy Grass, and Wounded Knee? Williams lived her entire life within
twenty-five miles of where she was born, yet the changes which took place around her were
destabilizing and disorienting at best, ethnic cleansing at worst. By 1875, she had personally
experienced multiple wars and devastating epidemics, the decline of the fur trade and the rise
of free market capitalism, the Indian Removal era and growth of the reservation system,
steam transportation and the effects of the Erie Canal, the rise of "scientific" racist ideology,
and a demographic revolution that brought Anglo-American cultural and political hegemony
to the area. The world in 1875 was almost nothing like the one she had experienced in her
youth, and yet she was able to remain physically and financially stable throughout this
tumultuous process. How was this possible?
This question is what makes Mary Williams a historical figure worth exploring. Its
answer demonstrates the way some individuals of mixed race navigated the pressures of
settler colonialism in under-researched ways: through malleable extended families, selective
education, and a tradition of adaptable labor and openness to change. Thus, Mary Hobart

6

Williams is a paragon, not of the pioneer housewife, but of what Gerald Vizenor has called
"survivance." That is, she represents the continued presence of Native peoples on the land in
a way that defies cliched formulas, those "manifest manners" that dictate "the authentic and
sustained representations of Native American Indians." 10 Despite her copper-hued skin, she
lived a secure and rewarding (though not easy or selfless) life on her farm along the Fox
River, due to her ties to a powerful mixed-race clan, a brief but critical English education,
and her own ability to adapt her labor and relationships to meet the demands of each decade.
She is a feminine version of Vizenor's Post-Indian Warrior, one who "bears the simulation of
their time" and defeats new enemies with courage in unrecognized ways.

Methodology
Much of what we know about Mary Williams comes from two personal diaries,
archived after her death in the papers of her estranged husband, the Mohawk missionary
Eleazar Williams. The existence of these sources has long been known to the historical
community, as they have been jointly held by the Wisconsin Historical Society and Green
Bay's Neville Public Museum for many years. Even so, they have received little recognition
from professional historians, due to her limited education, staid writing style, and focus on
the household economy rather than the more infamous dealings of her husband or the notable
events of the age.
For example, Michael Leroy Oberg, whose biography of Eleazar Williams is
invaluable to this project, delves into the intimate relationship between Mary Williams and

10

Gerald Vizenor, Manifest Manners: Narratives on Postindian Survivance (Lincoln: University of Nebraska
Press, 1994), 6.
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her husband but cites her diaries only once in the biography, calling them "sparse."u
Similarly, Laurence Hauptman and L. Gordon McLester's biography of Eleazar's political
nemesis, the Oneida Chief Daniel Bread, focuses a chapter on Eleazar's marriage to a
"Franco-Menominee... 'half-blood"' and the rift that ensued with his fellow Haudenosaunee
(Iroquois) thereafter. However, Hauptman and McLester refrain from using the diaries
entirely.12 Other recent scholars have called her simply "the daughter of a local French
merchant," focusing again on her function as a bridge between the newcomer Eleazar and
local Metis men, rather than as a historical figure herself.13
These treatments share much in common with regional historians of the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. For example, Deborah Beaumont Martin in her
History of Brown County briefly describes Williams as a "handsome girl" with a "large tract
of land" who was manipulated and then abandoned by her much older husband.14 By these
renderings, Williams remains a perpetual youth valued for her beauty and wealth, rather than
the tenacious woman she grew to be. In contrast to these secondary sources, the diaries she
left us describe a woman with little tie to her more famous husband, who lived a long life that
was self-determined, profitable, and fulfilling [Figure 2].

11 Michael Leroy Oberg, Professional Indian: American Odyssey ofEleazar Williams (Philadelphia: University
of Pennsylvania Press, 2015), 149.
12 Laurence M. Hauptman and L. Gordon McLester III, ChiefDaniel Bread and the Oneida Nation ofIndians of
Wisconsin (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2002), 60.
13 Geoffrey E. Buerger, "Eleazar Williams: Elitism and Multiple Identity on Two Frontiers," in Being and
Becoming Indian: Biographical Studies ofNorth American Frontiers, ed. James A. Clifton (Prospect Heights,
Ill.: Waveland Press, 1989), 130.
14
Martin, History ofBrown County, 145.
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DIA11Y.
Anril, 1000 - <Tullr 1874.
J.

Figure 2: Photo of Mrs. Mary Hobart Williamss second diary. Courtesy of the Wisconsin
Historical Society and Neville Public Museum Collections, University of Wisconsin Green
Bay Archives and Area Research Center. Photo by the author.
Collected with her husband's papers after her death and archived due to his local notoriety,
Williams's two journals have remained hidden in plain sight for more than a century. The
handwritten "Mrs." in front of his name speaks to miscategorization by early archivists as
well as the continued overshadowing of her life by her husband's. A closer inspection
reveals them to be valuable in their own right.

9

Perhaps the most favorable treatment the journals have received thus far comes from
an unlikely source: a 1902 lecture delivered before the Chicago Historical Society by
Milwaukee lawyer and amateur historian William Ward Wight.15 Wight calls her writings a
"diary-garden" and Mary a woman "of limited education [but] of great vivacity and
shrewdness." Yet his lecture also illuminates perhaps the most important reason the diaries
have not yet been taken up by modem historians: Mary Williams, by her own hand, does not
sound like an "Indian." Bent on destroying the reputation of the charlatan Eleazar Williams,
Wight is respectful of his wife not for her own merit, but because she was unlike her "fat,
lazy, good for nothing Indian" husband. Rather than playing the con artist with her spouse (as
Natives are wont to do), the work ethic she displays in the diaries demonstrates how she
overcame her part-Indian nature in Wight's view. This is the most accurate picture of Mary
Williams's character left to the historical community to date, penned over a hundred years
ago by an amateur historian writing with explicit, even vehement, racist bias.
In defense of earlier historians, Mary Williams was a woman of great energy and
intelligence, who avoided racialization and removal, built a new family in her husband's
absence, and carved out a place for herself in the settler state of Wisconsin, but these
activities are not readily apparent to a reader of her diaries. Extensive research into the
names, places, and events mentioned in hundreds of terse diary entries marred by her poor
spelling and limited vocabulary must first be conducted. By transcribing each entry in tum
and then exploring the genealogies of prominent names while also examining maps, census
data, treaties, and other primary source documents to give her account form and depth,
however, patterns in the diaries begin to emerge. A clearer picture of Mary Williams's
15

William Ward Wight, Eleazar Williams Not the Dauphin ofFrance: A Lecture Read before the Chicago
Historical Society, December 4, 1902 (Chicago: Fergus, 1903), 26.
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volatile world comes into focus, much as the venerable Laurel Thatcher Ulrich discovered
when she began to use the tools of social history to examine the diary of Martha Ballard.1 6
Thus, far from marking her as an inconsequential housewife or a bit part in her husband's
story, those dry, domestic details which have deterred so many before me-the litany of
neighbor's visits, livestock purchases, births and deaths, and comments about the weather
that make up her "diary-garden"-these, in fact, are clues as to why Williams was able to
live as she did in a vehemently anti-Indian era of American history, without the protection of
a male guardian.
Recognizing the value of these many diary entries became clear to me only after an
introduction to Standpoint Theory, a central-if hotly debated-tenet of women's and gender
theory. Standpoint Theory, as described by scholars Sandra Harding and Patricia Hill Collins,
asserts that authority is rooted in individuals' knowledge, and that by emphasizing a
naturalistic, everyday experiential epistemology we can obtain greater objectivity and
understanding of society. 1 7 Therefore, the questions asked throughout this project stem from
the experiences of Mary Williams and those in her life as articulated by her diaries, not from
more dominant expectations of what is considered important or standard about the nineteenth
century today. In other words, the view will be from her written page outward, not the other
way around. This framework may not be immediately evident to a reader, as it takes some
chapters before I am able to discuss her diaries in their complete context, but establishing
context-that is, recreating Mary Williams's world-was only possible because of the anchor
provided by her diaries. Ultimately, I am motivated by the belief that female, non-white
16
Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, A Midwife 's Tale: Life of Martha Ballard, Based on her Diary, 1 785-1812 (New
York: Vintage, 1991). I have named my project "A Metis Wife's Tale" in honor of Ulrich's research.
17
Sandra Harding, "Borderlands Epistemologies," in Is Science Multicultural? Postcolonialisms,
Feminisms, and Epistemologies (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1998), 146. Patricia Hill Collins,
Towards an Afrocentric Feminist Epistemology (Philadelphia: Routledge, 1990).

11

"standpoints" can generate questions and insights so far neglected by research. In the case of
studying a woman with Native heritage, Standpoint Theory is all the more useful as it helps
to avoid biases surrounding what "Indianness" looks like.
In addition to Standpoint Theory and Vizenor's description of "survivance," other
feminist and postcolonial frameworks have also contributed to this project. For example,
throughout the research, writing, editing, and presentation process, I have and will continue
to practice reflexivity, a "research ethic" that encourages scholars to regularly consider their
role in "the powerful projection of knowledge in this world." 1 8 Especially as I am not a
person of indigenous background myself, it is imperative that I reflect on the effects of my
research, its place in a wider, unavoidably political conversation about American identity,
and the way it represents Native cultures which are still very present in Wisconsin. I have
done this thus far by consulting Native scholars and sources whenever possible and by
developing relationships with locals in the Green Bay community who have ensured that I
did not write from within a vacuum.1 9
The concept of intersectionality (termed by scholar Kimberle Crenshaw in the 1980s)
has also been central to this work. Intersectionality explains how interrelated systems of
power affect members of a society-a useful framework of analysis for investigating the
unique experiences of a historically marginalized population. In other words, when
examining how widely held expectations based on race and gender might contribute to
historical discrimination, it asserts that it is only by viewing these categories together that

18
Brooke Ackerly, and Jacqui True, "Reflexivity in Practice: Power and Ethics in Feminist Research on
International Relations." International Studies Review 10, no. 4 (2008): 694.
19
The majority of this project was done during the Covid-19 pandemic, so my ability to form these connections
was more limited than I would have liked. If this project is later published in any part, I will be certain to revisit
this issue of reflexivity and responsibility as a historian.

12
they may be understood. 20 This viewpoint is critical to this project, which centers on a
woman who was of mixed race and in a marginalized community. "Woman," "mixed-race,"
and "marginalized" are descriptions of Mary Williams which do not retain their meaning in
isolation and must be assessed together. Intersectionality also assisted my examination of
both race and gender as social constructs that changed with American advancement, with
both the discriminators and discriminated against (which might vary by situation) capable of
manipulating, resisting, and endorsing expectations relating to these concepts.
Finally, techniques deployed by historians of the family have also been essential to
this study. For example, the methodology of Anne F. Hyde's book Empires, Nations, and
Families: A New History of the North American West has helped to make sense of Williams's
diaries, with their seemingly endless lists of friend and family names. 2 1 Hyde asserts that
common modem conceptions of race and nationality break down in the shifting landscape of
the West, including the Old Northwest of what became Wisconsin. By using extended
families and relationships of personal loyalty as a guide, however, one can see "the web that
holds the West together." In a tumultuous colonial landscape, Hyde asserts that families
developed new ways to protect themselves and to create "flexible and stable systems . . .
[which] solidified over the entire period, protecting people against change and insulating
them for a very long time against the rigid demands of American conquest."22 This flexible
insulation is undoubtedly what occurred in Mary Williams's experience. Hyde also seeks to
explain, not why these families have disappeared, but why they have only "disappeared from
our view"-a critical difference. In other words, she does not leave off telling the history of
20
Kimberle Crenshaw, "Mapping the Margins: lntersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence against Women
of Color," Stanford Law Review 43, no. 6 (1991): 1241-1299.
21 Ann
e F. Hyde, Empires, Nations, and Families: A New History ofthe North American West, 1800-1860
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2011), 6, 18.
22
Hyde, Empires, Nations, and Families, 29.
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Indian relations once the treaties are signed and the reservations demarcated, but she uses the
multiethnic, multicultural families that defied categorization to provide evidence of
continuity and resistance.
In a different way, Ann Little's book on the life of Esther Wheelwright also helped to
expand my idea of family and of communities of women more generally, as they provided
stability during an era of tremendous change. In Little's work, the kidnapped young Ether
becomes "Mali among the Wabenaki," "Sister Marie-Joseph de l'Enfant Jesus," and so on,
much as Madeline Jourdain becomes Madeline Williams and then Mary Hobart Williams in
this project. As Little writes, "Each border crossing turns her [Esther] into a different person
who speaks a new language, practices a new religion, wears different clothing, and is
,
embedded within a different family. m The same is true for Williams except that, in her case,
she did not move across the landscape as Wheelwright did, but rather new boundaries formed
around her, overlapping and transforming her world as she remained steady in place. Still,
both women altered their actions and appearance, in order to "embed" themselves in each
new community, and each woman was successful, though never fully accepted as insiders in
their new homelands. Ultimately, both women also crafted families for themselves later in
life, families "formed by choice as well as by blood" and made up largely of women. Thus,
as Hyde argues that the extended, mixed-race families in the West provided stability through
the many shifts in colonial governance, Little demonstrates that intentional families of
women could also create stability and even personal fulfillment for individuals who lived
complex, border-crossing lives.
Thus, using the tools of social history bolstered by feminist and postcolonial theory,
this project will work to disrupt the tired dichotomies of settler/native, white/colored, and
23

Ann M. Little, Many Captivities ofEsther Wheelwright (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2016), 14, 240.
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masculine/ feminine in one area of borderlands history. By setting Eleazar Williams aside
and observing the unique knowledge and experience of his Metis wife, we can achieve a
more complete understanding of life as it was experienced by those caught in the transition to
American political and social domination, particularly those who did not fit neatly into
simple categories in their lifetimes or today. As Lucy Eldersveld Murphy has written about
the Wisconsin creole community, "Unlike immigrants, they found that the border crossed
them" [emphasis original].24 Our takeaway from this exploration will be themes of
adaptation, continuity, and compromise-not victimhood or disappearance. At times our
heroes may seem disloyal, short-sighted, or even villainous-they do not rise up in armed
rebellion or publicly decry the imposing new government In fact, we shall see that Mary
Williams and her family survived through this transition because of their ability to appear
"white" and of the rural middle class. Yet Williams also retained stability in her lifetime not
in spite of, but rather thanks to, her partly indigenous heritage. We will explore, though never
fully explain, this contradiction in this project, firmly challenging that teleological tale of
settler families arriving, of Indian decline, and of the natural separation of colonial and
indigenous American societies.

Historiography
Placing the diaries of Mary Williams into the context of Great Lakes History would
have been impossible were it not for the contributions of scholars who have blended the
fields of women's history and Native American history in recent decades. Most important to
this study will be works by Sylvia Van Kirk, Jacqueline Peterson, Susan Sleeper-Smith, and
Lucy Eldersveld Murphy, Great Lakes Creoles: A French-Indian Community on the Northern Borderlands,
Prairie du Chien, 1 750-1860 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 13.
24
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Lucy Eldersveld Murphy. Scholars of the "Woman's Sphere" such as Nancy Cott and Mary
Ryan have also been central, and more recently, works by those who have sought to apply the
strategies of Atlantic World history to the heart of the continent. Such works by Richard
White, Michael McDonnell, and Michael Witgen, which transcend national boundaries and
place Native communities at center stage, have also been key to understanding Mary
Williams in the wider context of colonial American history.
Beginning in the 1980s, historians such as Van Kirk and Peterson began to reconsider
the widely studied topic of the Fur Trade, which produced the Metis society of Mary
Williams.25 Analyzing the experiences of indigenous and mixed-race women by reading
sources written by men "against the grain," these historians were able to demonstrate the
centrality of women's labor, both productive and reproductive, in the existence of the trade.
They also articulated how top-down gender expectations rarely coincided with the lived
experiences of Fur Trade women.26 At the same time, other early feminist scholars such as
Nancy Cott and Mary Ryan focused on the rise of nineteenth-century "separate spheres"
ideology in the East and its relation to the lived experiences of white, Northern,
Anglo-American women.27 They asserted both the importance of women's labor in the
Eastern economy as well as-like the Fur Trade women-ambiguous and inconsistent roles
for white women throughout the nineteenth century. The woman's sphere was part of a

Jacqueline Peterson and Jennifer S. H. Brown, eds., New Peoples: Being and Becoming Metis in North
America (Winnipeg: University of Manitoba Press, 1985); Jacqueline Peterson, "People In-Between:
Indian-White Marriage and the Genesis of a Meris Society and Culture in the Great Lakes Region, 1680-1830,"
(PhD diss., University of Illinois Chicago, 1981); Jacqueline Peterson, "Prelude to Red River: A Social Portrait
of the Great Lakes Meris," Ethnohistory 25, no. 1 (1978): 41-67; Sylvia Van Kirk, Many Tender Ties: Women in
Fur Trade Society 1 670-1870 (Nonnan:University of Oklahoma Press, 1983).
26
Van Kirk, Many Tender Ties, 54.
27
Nancy F. Cott, Bonds of Womanhood: "Women s Sphere " in New England, 1 780-1835, Second
Edition (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1977). Mary P. Ryan, Cradle ofthe Middle Class: Family in
Oneida County, New York, 1 790-1865 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983).
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"discourse of domesticity" rather than a uniform, lived experience. 28 Thus, in both societies
women were critical to economic and social life, and an overarching narrative of women's
proper place existed. However, the lived experiences of women in both societies varied
through time and space, part of a conversation about gender and labor rather than a
standardized performance. This research, when put into conversation, makes an analysis of
Mary Williams, her labor, and her social position possible today.
The question that remained for scholarship at the turn of the twenty-first century,
however, dealt with the westward migration of Anglo-Americans to the Western Great Lakes
after the War of 1812. What happened to women when the Fur Trade met with
Anglo-American society? In truth, settlement from the East was slow to develop around the
Great Lakes. Though the United States had claimed dominance over the so-called Northwest
Territory-land that makes up the modem states of Ohio, Michigan, Indiana, Illinois,
Wisconsin, and part of Minnesota-since the Treaty of Paris was signed in 1783, that claim
was for many years a map-maker's fiction, met by forceful Native resistance. In particular,
the Western Great Lakes, including the fur trading post at the Bay where Williams was born,
avoided Americanization well into the nineteenth century, remaining largely under
indigenous control at least until the 1830s. 29 Mary was an adult before the scales tipped in
favor of American hegemony where she lived, but even in her elder years people of
Menominee, Ho-Chunk, Potawatomi, Ojibwe, Oneida, and other native nations in Wisconsin
were active agents in their own lives and in the region's political policy, as they do today. In
fact, her Menominee relatives never departed from this landscape. Avoiding removal, the
Menominee continue to live on a portion of their ancestral land in the present, also having
28
29
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Michael Witgen, Infinity ofNations: How the Native New World Shaped Early North America (Philadelphia:
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successfully combatted a movement to terminate their tribal status in the 1950s.30 What is
more challenging to locate in the historical record, however, is how women of mixed
ancestry, those like Mary Williams and her female family who did not live on what became
tribal lands but still retained ties to their indigenous heritage, negotiated this slow but certain
change.
Historian Susan Sleeper-Smith sought to answer this question, by examining the lives
of Great Lakes Indian women with ties to French men specifically in nineteenth-century
Michigan.3 1 Her study aligns initially with Richard White's theory of the "Middle Ground," a
metaphor for interaction between whites and natives when neither group could dominate.
However, where White's options for indigenous peoples were "assimilation or otherness"
following the War of 1812, Sleeper-Smith saw instead evidence of selective adaptation, and
of continuity and cultural survival in the midst of violent change.32 In her view, indigenous
and mixed-race residents did not necessarily choose between complete assimilation in white
society or complete segregation on reservations; they continued the "evolution of strategic
behaviors that ensured cultural continuity," often on lands that were familiar to them, a
process which had begun in the earliest days of the fur trade and continues up to the
present.33 It wasn't Indians who disappeared, in other words, but rather white America's
ability to identify one when he/she/they were not in an "Indian" space or when they did not
"look Indian."34 Again, these are the "manifest manners" described by Gerald Vizenor; by
"Brief History: About Us," Menominee Indian Tribe of Wisconsin, accessed July 9, 202 1 ,
https://www.menominee-nsn.gov/CulturePages/BriefHistory.aspx.
31
Susan Sleeper-Smith, Indian Women and French Men: Rethinking Cultural Encounter in the Western Great
Lakes (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 200 1), 9.
32
Richard White, Middle Ground: Indians, Empires, and Republics in the Great Lakes Region, 1 650-1815,
Anniversary Edition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 20 1 0), 5 1 8.
33
Sleeper-Smith, Indian Women and French Men, 2-3 .
34
Similar conclusions have been made about New England society in the eighteenth century. See Jean O'Brien,
Dispossession by Degrees: Indian Land and Identity in Natick, Massachusetts, 1 650-1 790 (Lincoln: University
of Nebraska Press, 2003).
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avoiding these physical representations of white-held stereotypes, some indigenous people
could avoid direct attacks, at least temporarily, as Sleeper-Smith had demonstrated. Of
course, the cost of this survivance strategy had vast emotional and psychological
consequences.
To add, Lucy Eldersfeld Murphy likewise took on the question of indigenous
continuity and adaptation to Americanization in the nineteenth century, in her exploration of
the Metis community of Prairie du Chien, Wisconsin.35 Her analysis concludes that, while
Native people who rejected American-style capitalism and the republican government
appeared "Indian" to white eyes and thus faced removal and violent repression, "creole"
people who conformed at least in part to American lifeways and had close kinship ties to
white (usually French-Canadian) men were able to "steal power away from top-down,
monolithic impositions." They could tenuously maintain their community from within
American society, without a full rejection of their indigeneity, in other words.36 In fact, the
"Yankees" who arrived after the War of 1812 did not displace this bi-cultural, multilingual
community right away, Murphy says, but rather "grafted their society and institutions onto an
established community that was already integrated into an international economy." Thus,
though they were made "minorities in their own hometown," the Metis resisted and persisted
in Wisconsin at least until the twentieth century.
At this point, we can begin to understand how a woman like Mary Hobart Williams
could live hidden in plain sight-at times white, at times Indian-as her world became
Wisconsin. One final piece of the puzzle remains, however, before her diaries can be fully
explained. In the last decade, historians of Native America working from a New Imperialist
35
Murphy, Great Lakes Creoles. Lucy Eldersveld Murphy, Gathering of Rivers: Indians, Metis, and Mining in
the Western Great Lakes, 1 73 7-1832 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2000).
36
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perspective have illuminated the political and social complexity of the Great Lakes Region as
a whole, land that was and is Anishinaabewaki to the Algonquian-speaking first peoples and
part of a "Native New World" that did not disappear with the coming of the United States. 37
In particular, like Sleeper-Smith and Murphy, Michael Witgen takes on this issue of
indigenous continuity in the nineteenth-century Northwest, in his groundbreaking work An
Infinity of Nations. There, he demonstrates on a grand scale that, though indigenous cultures
have frequently been invisible or incomprehensible to European eyes, that does not mean
they disappeared or lacked power in the region.
As both a scholar and member of the Red Cliff Band of Lake Superior Ojibwe,
Witgen highlights the theme of "shape-shifting" in Anishinaabeg tradition, to emphasize this
point. In stark contrast to European and Euro-American society, which emphasize
categorization and borders of strict separation, indigenous cultures prioritize
"metamorphosis" and "the connectivity of all beings."38 Thus, selective adaptation and
incorporation of outsiders into their communities with the spread of settler colonialism was
and is no failure, no weak dispersal or resigned assimilation. Rather, it is part of a long
standing cultural practice that favors flexibility and mobility over rigidity and sameness. As
opposed to the more conventional approach to indigeneity as a relic of the past, whittled to a
shadow of itself by American influence, this perspective highlights the historicity of
indigenous culture. In other words, the choice to raise dairy cattle, embrace her new
neighbors, and keep a diary in English did not make Mary Hobart Williams less indigenous
or culturally complete, though these were adaptations and sacrifices made under pressure
from a new social system. Witgen's insider perspective makes it possible for us to see
37
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Williams as she was, able to live in multiple worlds and to adapt, persist, and prosper in the
"political economy of plunder" that marked this region's transition. 39
Standing on the shoulders of these giants, Williams's story will deepen our
understanding of settler colonial violence and indigenous survival in the nineteenth century
by looking at the places in-between, the daily compromises and realities of life in the past
which grind and scrape against the smooth edges of our expectations. The archived diaries of
Mary Hobart Williams, a woman who defied Euro-American categorization both in her day
and now, have yet to be seriously considered for this purpose. In conjunction with other
sources such as early local histories, regional newspapers, census records, and contemporary
narratives collected by the Wisconsin Historical Society, however, we can reconstruct
Williams's world. In so doing, an intimate picture of life in the borderlands of the early
United States becomes clear, and with it the way memories of the past held by Americans of
the present are inadequate. For mixed-race people like Mary, colonization brought disruption,
conflict, but also opportunity.

Terminology and Outline
Williams was able to remain physically and financially stable through the process of
Americanization in the 19th century Fox River Valley, despite being mixed-race and a
woman on her own. As we shall see, this was due to a wide range of factors, including her
parents' response to the American invasion and her own ability to "shape-shift" throughout
her life, strategically embracing elements of Menominee, French, Anglo-American, and even
immigrant European culture (German, Dutch, Irish, Norwegian, etc) as necessary. Though
Michael Witgen, "Seeing Red: Race, Citizenship, and Indigeneity in the Old Northwest," Journal ofthe Early
Republic 38, no. 4 (2018): 597.
39
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her life was not without tragedy-including the deaths of her biological children, the disgrace
of her husband, and the disruptions of war, capitalist industrialization, and immigrant
settlement-she adapted and persisted on the same piece of land from her marriage at age 13
to her death at 86, when she passed on her property to heirs of her choosing. Critically, both
her gender and biracial identity were central to this continuity and success, as the physical,
emotional, and reproductive labor she performed throughout her life allowed her to form new
relationships and maintain respectability in a rapidly changing, heterogeneous society rife
with anxiety.
To avoid confusion, I will stress here that Williams will be referred to by her birth
name, Madeline Jourdain (also recorded as Magdalene Jourdain, or Marie Magdalene
Jourdain), in the early chapters of this project, until it is changed upon her conversion to
Episcopalianism in the late 1820s. Following this event, which occurs at the end of the first
part, I will refer to her as Mary Hobart Williams, though there is evidence her name remained
fluid and flexible throughout her lifetime. The reader should be aware that, whether I say
Madeline or Mary, I mean the same person. Though we cannot know what name she used in
her private thoughts, we can experience the way her changing name was a tool she used with
intention, helping her to belong and persist as she straddled multiple communities.
In a similar way, my description of Williams's community will be variable. To
identify it as "Metis" is anachronistic and has been rejected by some scholars, both because
they did not refer to themselves in this way and also because concepts of race and blood
quantum are European constructs they did not adhere to. Capitalization of the word also
indicates a self-awareness and separateness that these people did not yet possess.40 The Red
40
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River Uprising would take place in 1869 a thousand miles to the north, when Williams was
already of advanced age. 4 1 Only then would fur trade society coalesce into a self-aware
cultural and political group called "Metis" that now comprises 1.7% of Canada's total
population. 42 Thus, "creole" is at times preferred, indicating a blending of races and cultures
in an American setting. The community at times referred to themselves in this way, implying
that they were native-born people, but of course the word creole also has wider connotations
and is therefore imprecise. 43 In the early nineteenth century, Anglophone outsiders also used
derogatory terms like "half-breed" or neutral words like "Canadian" or "old inhabitants" to
distinguish these residents. No term has yet to accurately and completely name them.
For the modem researcher, determining what name to use is, therefore, a moving
target. Categorizing Williams's native community as the Grignon clan is perhaps the most
accurate and specific choice. Family ties and extended kinship dictated belonging in this
society, rather than race, language, or nation of origin, and the Grignons were the leaders of
the Metis community in the Bay region going back to their eighteenth century ancestor,
Charles de Langlade. When referencing family is not possible, I have typically chosen either
"creole" or "Metis," though by this word I mean Great Lakes or non-tribal Metis, not the
modem First Nation. 44 Interestingly, Peterson has suggested that a lack of nomenclature was
intentional on their part-a direct response to American disgust with miscegenation that they
encountered in the nineteenth century. By remaining nameless as a people, downplaying their
"color," and integrating as white strategically, the community could avoid at least somewhat
41
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the segregation and abuse faced by their tribalized kin.45 When pressured to choose between
land loss, poverty, and removal or integration in white society, Metis people who could
"pass" as white people frequently chose that option.
Each chapter of this text corresponds with a specific period of Mary Williams's life
that was central to the way she and her extended family navigated the settler colonial
experience. In the first chapter, we will explore the origins of the Great Lakes Metis in the
eighteenth century, emphasizing their ties to indigenous society as well as to the fur trade.
Next, we will examine the arrival of American forces after the War of 1812 and the way the
creole community at the Bay adapted to occupation and the imposition of American values.
In Chapter 3 this theme will continue, as we focus more directly on the life of Mary Williams
(then still Madeline Jourdain), examining the ways her education and exogamous marriage
helped her to bridge into American society as a young woman. Next, in Part II we will take a
more thematic approach, examining Williams's world as she recorded it in her diaries. We
will see how she adapted to the pressures of American society from the 1830s to the 1880s,
by controlling and organizing her daily reality in writing, by adapting her labor in a changing
economy, and by forming kinship ties with diverse newcomers. We will also see how her
gender and racial identity assisted in this process.

Project Origins and Purpose
To conclude, I pursued this project because, after reading her diaries in the archive, I
realized that Williams did not fit into the narrative of Wisconsin history that I learned as a
student growing up there in the 1990s. As the story went then, French traders came and
became friends and allies with the ancient nomadic hunter-gatherers who originally inhabited
45

Peterson, "Prelude to Red River," 46.

24
Wisconsin. Then, British government officials established European sovereignty, which
paved the way for yeoman farm families to brave the Big Woods after the Revolution. These
families carved out small homesteads for themselves, purchasing the land directly from the
federal government in the nineteenth century. Soon, broad-shouldered lumbermen rolled
great forests down rivers, and miners and sailors brought industry to the land destined to
become Wisconsin [Figure 3]. It was implied or stated directly that tragically (but
unavoidably) during this process, indigenous inhabitants died off in massive epidemics.
Those few that remained were given reservation lands, which remain untaxed and untouched
to this day. Finally, African Americans came north during Jim Crow to find a better life; then
the Hmong and the Mexicans arrived in the late twentieth century. Today all races, creeds,
and cultures are welcomed in the democratic state of Wisconsin.
Hopefully, the reader is aware that every one of the sentences above possesses some
error. Yet when I became a classroom teacher in 2011, I realized I was inadvertently
perpetuating some of these false narratives, because I couldn't fmd better answers to
students' questions about "how we all got here." The textbooks, which gloss over the treaty
era and focus instead on the federal Northwest Ordinance gave no satisfaction, so I pursued a
Master 's degree hoping to complicate and correct the narrative, for both myself and for my
students. Thus, I read the Williams diaries with a desire to learn more about settler
colonialism as it happened "on the ground." Encouraged by my advisor to spend some time
in archives among non-digitized sourges, I had made the trip around the lake from Ann Arbor
to Green Bay in November 2019. There, with her journals in my hands, I experienced in a big
way how primary source documents can disrupt our expectations of the past. As a woman of
partially indigenous heritage, I had expected Williams to recount traditional cultural practices
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and noble but doomed resistance to occupation. Instead, I discovered a person who was
obstinate, resilient, and willing to complicate her own indigneous identity in order to remain
on her land. She was a dairy farmer; she ate wild rice; she went to tea with friends; she spoke
an indigenous language; she had friends and neighbors who were Anglo-American, Dutch,
and Norwegian. There was no room for such a person in my schema. I had been raised on
stories of noble hunter gatherers making their last stand before disappearing on to
reservations, not multi-dimensional human beings.

Figure 3: State Flag of Wisconsin, public domain. The "Great Seal of the State of
Wisconsin," which adorns the state flag, depicts a sailor and a miner on either side of a
shield, adorned with symbols of masculine industry: a pick and shovel, a plow, an arm and
hammer, and an anchor. All this rests beneath a banner displaying Wisconsin's official state
motto: Forward. This image tells the story of the strong American men who brought progress
to the wilderness, leaving out the stories of women as well as people of color.
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Fortunately, a number ofEastem Michigan University professors encouraged me to
continue my exploration of this source, from the premise that texts which do not fit into our
frameworks are in fact the ones most worth our attention. After much reading, I now realize
that the well-meaning narrative of progressive inclusion I was raised on, which I recounted
above and which many Wisconsinites are doubling down on in our modem "culture wars,"
reinforces the myth of Indian decline and encourages us to reject stories like Mary Williams's
because they make our modem group-identity feel unstable or inauthentic. This is why
pointing out stories of women in the past who defied the patriarchal household has come to
be labeled as "liberal propaganda." So have stories of queer people, people of mixed race, of
antebellum African Americans, of settlers priced out of the speculation market, of white men
squatting on indigenous land against orders from their own governments, and (of course)
indigenous lives beyond the reservation. These-all of which are included in Mary's story
make us question the narrative of our great state's republican founding and its gradual
progress toward multicultural perfection. They also call into question the white community's
vision of itself as only lately having had to incorporate diverse races and orientations,
revealing that myths of racial and sexual purity are still present in Wisconsin.
Perhaps most of all, Mary Williams's story demonstrates that there was no line of
continuous sovereignty from the friendly French and the imperious British, to the pioneering
Americians in Wisconsin. The state and its resources had to be wrested from Native
American hands up to and past the point of its formation in 1848, and the facade of a georgic
white society dating back to the seventeenth century had to be intentionally constructed.
Indeed, even after American sovereignty was established in the state there was no idyllic,
pastoral period, before corruption, crime, and diversity. As the Williams diaries demonstrate,
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statehood brought all three of these just as much as it brought in republican democracy and
new economic markets. The nineteenth century was a tumultuous time of great social,
economic, and environmental change, with competing communities and conflicts over
resources that shaped the evolution of the state.
Yet through the nineteenth-century, people like Mary Williams, who defied both
gender norms and ideas of whiteness, persisted-even thrived-despite the trauma of the
settler colonial process. A more inclusive version of Wisconsin history that acknowledges
a-typical stories like hers, with their complex and contradictory discussions of race, gender,
and colonialism, can generate new questions and conversations about the way our region
came to look the way it does in the present-acknowledging trauma while avoiding victim
narratives. Of course, reading Williams's story may make some Wisconsinites feel threatened
or angry for the way the text makes them question their presence on this land. Indeed, it may
make some people question their own racial heritage, or even the construct of race itself. My
choice to write about Williams, hopefully doing justice to her story, does not stem from a
desire to return to the past or to erase white people, nor to provoke and cause anger for a
political purpose. Rather, as a white Wisconsinite, I hope to encourage discussion and a more
nuanced interpretation of how we got to the present, in all its complexity, so that we can in
fact move "forward."
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Part I: Making Mary Williams
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Chapter 1 : The Wisconsin Metis
In order to understand Madeline Jourdain's future choices and the way she navigated
the pressures of settler colonialism beginning in the 1830s, it is first necessary to develop a
picture of Green Bay as it was before American settlement, well before her diary began. This
chapter will therefore trace the human geography of the region, including indigenous
migrations, the arrival of French traders such as Charles de Langlade, the development of a
Metis culture, the rise of the Grignon family network, and the union of the Jourdain parents.
We shall see in this chapter that, by the time Madeline Jourdain was born around
1810 (the precise date is uncertain), a diverse and interconnected community had developed
at the Bay, under nominal control of the British, but in reality regulated by indigenous social
structures and the mechanisms of trade. This was a ''Native New World," headed by men and
women like Charles de Langlade, Aagthe Oolateh, and the Grignon clan- a fluid society
composed of both newcomer and indigenous Americans, including generations of
multicultural and multilingual offspring. 46 Though this world changed greatly with the
coming of American settler society after the War of 1812 (as we shall see in the next
chapter), the skills and resources the community gave to children like Jourdain, born on the
cusp of a new age, would continue to support them even after Anglo Americans had gained a
majority in the region.

Adapting to Anishinaabewaki
When French fur trader Pierre-Esprit Radisson visited the area around what is now
Green Bay in the mid-l 600s, he was struck by its bounty: "Whatever a man could desire was
Michael Witgen, Infinity ofNations: How the Native New World Shaped Early North America (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012), 116.
46
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to be had in great plenty, viz., stags, fishes in abundance, all sorts of meat, [and] com
enough."47 Wild fruits and waterfowl were plentiful, as were two foods central to indigenous
life and ceremony in the region: maple sugar and wild rice.48 Though ample game such as
deer, bear, and beaver could be found in what is today the Upper Peninsula of Michigan and
the lands of Northern Wisconsin, agriculture was difficult in that climate. Near the
community at the Bay, however, the "middle big waters" of Naniiweyah Kaeqcekam (Lake
Michigan) kept the region temperate.49 Along the Fox River, which crosses the region
moving northeast until it empties into the Bay, prairie grass grew taller than a person,
nourished by rich sediment deposited by the Wisconsin glacier in its retreat fifteen thousand
years before.50 Of course, bad weather and warfare could destroy harvests and make life
difficult, but in general this was a land of plentiful natural resources where humans lived
well.
In the century before European contact, the land that is now Wisconsin was populated
by indigenous people who spoke Algonquin and Siouan languages. Bound by fluid kin
relationships rather than cartographic borders, these societies followed seasonal subsistence
patterns that varied based on climate.5 1 The Ho-Chunk (Winnebago), a Siouan people, were
dominant throughout what is now Central and Southern Wisconsin, including the Fox River
47 Pierre Esprit Radisson, Explorations ofRadisson, ed. Arthur T. Adams (Minneapolis: Ross and Haines, 1967),
91. See also Robert E. Beitler, Native American Communities in Wisconsin, 1 600-1960: Study of Tradition and
Change (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1995), 14-17.
4 8Felix M. Keesing, Menomini Indians of Wisconsin: Study of Three Centuries of Cultural Contact and Change
(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1987), 20-21.
4 9 Mike Hoffman, "Menominee Place Names in Wisconsin," Menominee Clans Story, University of Wisconsin
Stevens Point, accessed October 1, 2020, https://www4.uwsp.edu/museum/menomineeClans/places/chart.aspx.
See this site for place name pronunciations from Mike Hoffman, a fluent speaker of the Menominee language.
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Valley where Madeline Jourdain would later reside. They had a large village at the Bay at the
time of French contact, with "extensive gardens," though they "hunted and foraged all the
way to the Mississippi River."52 The Ho-Chunk are thought to have migrated to the region
during the Mississippian decline in the sixteenth century, or possibly before.53
Near them lived the Menominee, whose hunting territory overlapped with that of the
Ho-Chunk and covered much of what is now Eastern Wisconsin, from the Upper Peninsula
down nearly to Illinois. The Menominee were and are of Algonquin origin, with a cosmology
and social organization very different from their Ho-Chunk neighbors. They have no known
history of migration to this area and are likely very ancient inhabitants of the land they call
Weskohsek (anglicized as Wisconsin, meaning "a good place to live"). They trace their
belonging at this place to a single ancestor, the "Great Light Colored Bear," who in ancestral
times emerged from the mouth of a nearby river and was made, by the Grandfather, into a
person.54 Lonely, they say he gathered friends to himself- Golden Eagle, Wolf, Crane, and
Moose. Likewise transformed into men, these became the five clans of the People, or

Mamaceqtaw. In time, their love of wild rice, which grew here in abundance, would lead
their neighbors to call them the Menominee, from the Algonquian word for wild rice,

manomin.
Though some conflict and readjustment must have taken place in the early stages of
Ho-Chunk arrival, the relationship that developed by the time French explorers began
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keeping records was mostly peaceful and mutually beneficial. According to the early
eighteenth century account by Bacqueville de la Potherie, the Menominee claimed to be the
only local inhabitants able to make and maintain relations with the more populous
Ho-Chunk, perhaps by adopting a tributary relationship with them. 55 This demonstrates an
early Menominee cultural inclination to adapt and accommodate newcomers in periods of
confrontation-a trait that would be useful in times to come.
In the second half of the seventeenth century, the Menominee were, like most
residents of the Great Lakes Region, caught up in the conflict known as the Iroquois Wars,
which began when the beaver supply in Haudenosaunee (Iroquois) territory to the east
became exhausted. Using European guns put to indigenous purposes, the Five Nations went
to war with the Wendat (Huron) to gain access to tribes in the West that had better access to
furs. 56 The brutal, six-decade long conflict that ensued led the remaining Wendat to flee west
with their Odawa allies, as well as other Algonquin-language peoples, including the
Potawatomi, Mesquakie (Fox), and Kickapoo, who moved into shared Ho-Chunk and
Menominee territory west of Lake Michigan. The Odawa then became the intercessors
between Eastern traders and the bounty of the West. 5 7
Though the violence of war took place mainly to the east and north, the social
situation at the Bay which resulted from this conflict was significantly more complex than it
had been, and the diseases which migrated with their human hosts perhaps just as
destructive. 58 Still, the Menominee again appear to have chosen to accommodate their newest
neighbors. By the early eighteenth century, the Menominee village at Piicihkit, or
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"Rotten-Smelling Bay"-their name for Green Bay-included Odawa and Ojibwe residents,
with Sauk, Potawatomi, Mesquakie, Miami, and others nearby. 59 Newcomers were welcomed
and incorporated into their society through marriage and adoption as kin, and the French
were no different when they began to appear, eager to trade European goods such as knives,
kettles, and trade cloth for the furs worth so much farther east. "Our people become Indian,"
one French official lamented in 1685.60 In other words, this was an era before national
borders, citizenship, and/or subjecthood was prioritized, at least by residents on the ground.
Belonging was fluid, local, and based on reciprocation through trade, making it impossible to
control for colonial administrators.
Indeed, the web of village life confused and disturbed imperial outsiders; people at
the Bay spoke multiple languages, had parents of mixed background, and practiced a blend of
cultures by the beginning of the eighteenth century. For the Menominee, however, adaptation
and incorporation of outsiders into their extended families was a sign not of disorder or
capitulation, but of strength and continuity.6 1 Their relations now stretched across the Great
Lakes, with ties both to the Native economy of the continent and the Atlantic World beyond.
Blended Menominee- Odawa-French families would become important drivers of politics
and trade in the region, well into the nineteenth century.
By contrast, the idea of a French colonial empire in the Great Lakes during this period
now seems outdated. As Michael McDonnell has demonstrated, the presence of French
traders and colonial officials in the Anishinaabeg villages of the Western Great Lakes, in
particular near Michilimackinac, was not achieved by colonial force but by indigenous
Mike Hoffman, "Menominee Place Names;" Tanner, Atlas of Great Lakes Indian History, 40-41.
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design: "The French were there because the Anishinaabeg wanted them there," he says.62
Traders provided important tools which were desired by native residents, and French officials
could be manipulated to intercede between warring parties, distributing presents to resolve
conflicts and to ensure continued alliance. Richard White's groundbreaking theory of the
Middle Ground was, in the early eighteenth century, a reality only within the forts, under the
direct supervision of government officials. Most of society was Anishinaabewaki, as Michael
Witgen has more recently demonstrated, a "Native New World" shaped by indigenous
responses to new technologies and ideas-a world divided not by race or national citizenship,
but by family networks and insider/outsider status.63
The Menominee, though not Anishinaabeg, participated equally in this process:
through gift exchanges, intermarriage, and ritual, they established ties of kinship with both
European and Native newcomers and extended their relations during a tumultuous period.
The bonds they formed were solidified by responsibility and ties of mutual obligation. It is
important to note, however, that the Menominee had lived in Weskohsek before it was
Anishinaabewaki, when they were more in contact with the Siouan Ho-Chunk than the
Algonquin Three Fires Confederacy. The Menominee language, in fact, "stands alone as one"
among the central Algonquin tribes, only distantly related to Anishinaabemowin due to their
relative isolation until the seventeenth century.64 By the early eighteenth century as the wars
subsided, they retained their own clan system and language, but they had also been
incorporated into the complex political network claimed on maps by European empires but
controlled by their new Anishinaabeg (Potawatomi, Odawa, Ojibwe) kin.
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Though these wars and migrations took place many years before Madeline Jourdain
lived, the events are necessary to recount if we are to understand her later story. For more
than a century by the time of her birth, her Menominee ancestors had embraced not only
French men, but also waves of indigenous immigrants fleeing conflict with the
Haudenosaunee or seeking opportunity in the West. Before that, they had incorporated the
Ho-Chunk, demonstrating a tradition of cultural flexibility that stretched into prehistoric
times. In all cases, the decision of whether to incorporate a newcomer or challenge them was
made by the Menominee. Rather than a chaotic world distressed by mobility as some have
asserted, fluidity on the landscape was a strategic way of living that served its residents well;
adaptation and adoption were the Menominee's greatest tools for survival.

The "Father of Wisconsin"
To continue our look into the complex political world at the Bay before Madeline
Jourdain's era, let us examine a well-known story about Charles de Langlade, called the
"Father of Wisconsin." When the British took authority over the Great Lakes region from the
French, including Fort La Baye in the 1760s, they believed they were gaining an empire.
However, as Michael Witgen has demonstrated, this was an illusion; the apparent "infinity"
of indigenous peoples around the Western Great Lakes had not only a firm demographic
advantage, their extensive social and political activities often defied European
comprehension.65 Savvy British officials soon realized that welcoming back some of the
traders and agents of the old French regime would be necessary, if they were to make
headway in their colonial agenda. It is likely for this reason that the newly minted British
commandant at Michilimackinac, George Etherington, gave Charles Michel de Langlade
65
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permission to return to La Baye in 1763, despite his years of service for the French enemy.66
This is the event which marks the formation of a Metis community at the Bay, which would
flourish until and even after American arrival.
When Langlade was sixteen in the 1740s, he had established a trading post at "La
Baye" with his father Augustin, but the next two decades had been more bellicose than
perhaps either had anticipated, and thus the post had been abandoned. Charles de Langlade
became well known for his participation in the French defence of Fort Duquesne in 1755, as
well as the brutal attack on the British-allied Miami village of Pickawillany three years
earlier.67 It may seem peculiar that an enemy war hero would be welcomed into a working
alliance with the new British regime in the 1760s, but if any doubt lingered in the British
commandant's mind, it was assuaged when Langlade warned him of the pending attack on
Fort Michilimackinac by Pontiac's allied forces.
When Langlade's grandson Augustin Grignon (neighbor to Mary Williams) recounted
this event from family lore nearly a century later, he focused on the heroic nature of his
ancestor who in Grignon's day was being labeled "The Father of Wisconsin."68 According to
Grignon, Langlade's advice to the commandant had gone unheeded, the fort had been raided
with many lives lost, and Etherington found himself a prisoner.69 At that point, Grignon says
his French forebearer walked boldly into their camp, "a stranger to fear," to free the
commandant moments before he would have been tortured to death in flames. His captors
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stood by meekly, knowing that Langlade was "prepared to fight," and for that reason they did
not bother him. In one bold moment, Grignon's grandfather had demonstrated both his new
loyalty to the British as well as his natural superiority over the region's "hostile indians,"
earning his reputation as the state's original patriarch.
Yet there is another side to this story. Written in the 1850s soon after Wisconsin
statehood and during a time of growing pressure for mixed-race and Native people,
Grignon's account focused on his ancestor's European heritage, courage, and almost
preternatural power over indigenous Americans, rather than the fact that both he and
Langlade were members of a local community that was, essentially, indigenous-the product
of generations of marriages between French men and Native women. Thus, people like
Langlade, Grignon, and Madeline Jourdain "literally embodied the Middle Ground" between
European and Native society in the Great Lakes Region. They did this by making manifest
the process, not of acculturation or easy compromise, but of the mutual misunderstandings
and distortions of culture that generate new ways of being. 70 This is to say, they played
strategically off of their mixed identities, remaining hard to pin down on purpose, in order to
survive through the changes of empire that rocked the era-French, British, Anishinaabeg,
and American.
To illustrate this point, though his father was French Canadian, Michael McDonnell
writes that Charles de Langlade's mother was a Nassauakueton Odawa known to the record
as Domitilde Lafourche, sister to the doodem's primary ogimaag and a respected woman in
her own right. 7 1 Domitilde had married Augustin Mouet de Langlade, the youngest son of a
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Canadian officer in the 1720s, and their children (including young Charles) grew up
"enmeshed" in an extended Odawa family that incorporated both French men and
Menominees as kin. 72 Charles de Langlade was educated formally by Jesuits, but much of his
training also came from the Odawa. "The product of two cultures and education systems,
Langlade moved comfortably between Indian and European societies," writes Jacqueline
Peterson.73 Though colonial empires might have questioned his loyalties, this powerful local
family would not have seen him as a half-citizen or person of lower status because of his
biracial birth. He was a full member of a flexible social unit that derived its strength from
expansive connections to diverse biological and fictive kin [Figure 4].
No doubt this is the real reason why he commanded such influence during the rescue
of Etherington, which led the British commandant to then allow him to return to his trading
post at the Bay in 1763. His rescue taught Etherington that it would be wise to court
multilingual, multicultural individuals like Langlade, who were loyal-it turned out- not to
the French Empire, but to their own connections throughout Indian Country. 74 In fact,
strapped for resources, the British never reoccupied the fort at La Baye after 1763 but relied
instead upon Metis traders like Langlade to keep channels of communication and trade open.
Being both European and Native, Langlade could explain the complexities of village life, the
"infinity" of Odawa, Potawatomi, Mesquakie, Ho-Chunk, Ojibwe, Menominee, French,
British and other nations, clans, and peoples, living together in ways Etherington and his
superiors did not understand.
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Figure 4. Quilled buckskin pouch used by Charles de Langlade to carry his fur trade papers
in Northern Wisconsin, late 1700s, Historical Essay, Wisconsin Historical Museum
Featured Object, accessed May 18, 2021,
https://www.wisconsinhistory.org/Records/Article/CS2642.
Though Langlade was remembered as "French" in earlier eras of Wisconsin history, he is
being recognized now as a man of Metis heritage-both French and Odawa. The Historical
Society now says about this pouch that, "It represents the union of French fur traders and
indigenous peoples," and that Langlade's family is "sometimes referred to as the
Wisconsin creoles." Claiming to be French was a strategic move for de Langlade's
ancestors, who wished to avoid removal under the American system. It also served the
early narrative of the Historical Society, which sought to connect Wisconsin to an earlier,
European past on the land.
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Thus, when Langlade made his calm, confident entrance into the camp where the
commandant was held captive in 1763, he wasn't among a band of nameless savages, as his
grandson's narrative implies, but men and women he had likely known for decades, perhaps
even his own relatives. Yet he was not in agreement with their decision to attack the fort.
Neither was Langlade acting as a lackey for the British, however. Rather, he was allying with
the forces that he thought would best protect his extended family's interests, as he had also
done throughout the Seven Years War.75 In other words, Langlade had never really been
French, nor was he a member of the "Odawa Nation," an anachronistic political entity that
did not exist in the eighteenth century. He had been loyal at all times to his relatives of
insider status, the only form of social organization respected by inhabitants of the region.76
This is the pattern which we will see consistently through the nineteenth century,
among the Bay Metis. Though we may feel compelled to ask, Whose side are these people
on ? we have to realize that a sharp distinction between Native and Nonnative was only later
constructed by American officials, as a matter of social control. For the Metis like Langlade
and his distant relative Madeline Jourdain, one could be both indigenous and French, loyal to
family and community on an ever-changing basis rather than to high-minded, imperial
politics. If this seems complicated and hard to digest, remember it was strategically so.
Though it is much easier to mislabel them as purely "French," that trend only began in the
mid-nineteenth century, when the Wisconsin Historical Society began to publish narratives
like that of Augustin Grignon.
Grignon was a man caught up in the process of settler colonialism at a time when
75
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racial hatred was on the rise and blended families like his were increasingly at risk. In the
early 1850s when he was writing his memoir, his Menominee relations were living in
deplorable conditions, before their eventual relocation to a reservation in Northem
Wisconsin. At the same time, Canadian fur trade society farther north was coalescing into a
distinct Metis First Nation and would soon engage in armed combat with that government.
However, the Great Lakes Metis under United States occupation had already chosen a very
different path. 77 Vastly outnumbered and encouraged to embrace citizenship, many Metis
elected to embrace whiteness and play down their indigenous heritage, rather than engage in
a losing battle. Opting for adaptation rather than armed resistance (something they had
already tried during the War of 1812), they would be "submerged in the sweep of events
following the establishment of the United States," in the words of one historian.78
We cannot, therefore, be too hard on Grignon, because he chose to play up his French
background in order to demonstrate his family's belonging in the new, American empire. Yet
doing so had consequences that echo into the present. As Bethel Saler has lately
demonstrated, Grignon's narrative was published by the Wisconsin Historical Society in
1857, in an expressed attempt to find the "missing link" to Wisconsin's white past.79 For
mid-19th century Wisconsinites like Lyman Draper, who published Grignon's tale, Charles
de Langlade's "French" settlement at the Bay was a bright, European light, the "forerunner to
American settlement" Draper could point to, to validate American claims and soothe guilt
over Native dispossession taking place concurrently. Thus, when in his "Recollections"
Grignon chose to focus on his ancestor's whiteness to demonstrate his belonging in
For more information, see "Metis Nation," Library and Archives Canada, accessed October 1 6, 2020,
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Wisconsin, he also played to Draper's purpose. The Metis community, which in the
twenty-first century has been estimated at 250,000 people in the United States (mostly on the
Northern Plains but many also around the Great Lakes) has been misremembered as
"French" ever since.80

The People In-Between
With this background established, we can now take a closer look at the Metis
community at the Bay which would produce Madeline Jourdain. From 1763, when he
returned with British blessings, Charles de Langlade and his descendants navigated the
cultural divide, tied in intimate ways to both European and Native peoples but vassals to
neither party. In fact, a network of at least 53 distinct creole villages or trading posts formed
throughout the Western Great Lakes in the eighteenth century, points of "middle ground" that
ranged from Fond du Lac at Lake Superior, to Cahokia on the Mississippi, to River Rouge
south of Detroit [Figure 5]. Largely beyond the bureaucratic arm of colonial government
until the 1820s, they typically centered around one or more powerful extended families with
a conservative population estimate of 15,000 by the early nineteenth century.8 1 These were
not isolated outposts, but centers of trade which connected to one another, to indigenous
communities well into the interior, and to the Atlantic economy beyond.
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Figure 5: Jacqueline Peterson, "Great Lakes Metis Settlements," in "Prelude to Red River:
A Social Portrait of the Great Lakes Metis," Ethnohistory 25, no. 1 (1978): 44.
This image shows the fifty three Metis settlements Peterson has identified in the Western
Great Lakes region, including the one at what is now Green Bay. These are often
misunderstood as "French" villages. More accurately, these communities combined people
of indigenous American, European, and even African descent and had ties to both Native
and colonial society through marriage and trade. Not bound by social constructs such as
race or nationality, they were motivated instead by their own political, financial, and
cultural interests in the region.
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Residents in these villages were a blend of French, Odawa, Menominee, Potawatomi,
English, Scottish, African American, and other ethnicities brought together through the trade.
Yet this was no idyllic, egalitarian society--or, as Phillip Deloria has warned against, "a
utopian experience of being in-between" that would later become an American fantasy. 82
Though race and blood quantum were not overly emphasized, theirs was a paternalistic,
hierarchical society ranked by family, gender, and company status. In addition to a small but
significant number of male and female slaves, the majority of fur trade men were simple
engages, with new recruits nicknamed "mangeurs du lard" (lard eaters). 83 Signed to long
contracts and paid low wages, they subsisted during voyages on cornmeal, grease, and rum.
Their wives and families lived in humble dwellings together in the Metis settlements or
seasonally with their indigenous relatives.
Republican-minded Americans were perplexed by the engages' loyalty to their
superiors, when they began to impose democracy in the 1820s. Lower-status men provided
the essential labor of paddling canoes to transport valuable furs, often living in "terrible
conditions" on the move, while their wives in camp prepared furs and produced foodstuffs
that likewise supplied the trade. Meanwhile, their employers acted like "the lords of medieval
manors" in comparison, enjoying European-made luxury goods including furniture, pottery,
and textiles that marked their elevated status. 84 But lower ranking workers-male and female
-were also recognized as more than just employees, easily hired and fired. They were part
of a family network, one that offered stability and even opportunities to rise in status, while
their employers felt paternalistic responsibility toward them.
Philip J. Deloria, Playing Indian (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), 185.
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For the men, their hard work was made manageable by communal effort and frequent
smoke breaks; by one account, distance on voyages was measured by number of pipes rather
than miles. Bawdy call-and-response songs passed the time. One favorite lyric went as
follows:
Ne prenez pas une noir (Don't take up with a black woman)
Car el/es aiment trop boire (Because they like to drink too much)
Ne prenez pas une rousse (Don't take up with a red one)
Car el/es sont trop jalouses (Because they are too jealous)

a

These are mysogynistic stereotypes to be certain, but the lyric demonstrates both the raucous,
jovial tone of masculine fur trade culture as well as the norm of interracial relationships.
Racial categories clearly existed in the minds of these low-status men, who distinguished
between "une noir" and "une rousse," but at the same time sexual partnerships across races
took place and were accepted. Yet by failing to include a lyric about white women, the song
also implies that they are the preferred partner. "Black women drink and Indian women are
jealous, so take up with a white woman instead" is the conclusion. Racial categorization in
this context was, therefore, a topic of amusement, meant to be transgressed and violated.
Perhaps this is also why the white woman who observed and recorded the song selected it; in
Juliette Kinzie's memory, the unstable categories of race and class were what she
remembered most about the "Early Day" in Wisconsin. Working in the fur trade was a hard
life for both genders, but one that offered camaraderie, freedom of movement, a sense of
belonging and adventure, and opportunities for advancement that those of mixed-race would
not have had in the East.
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Figure 6: "Plan of the Settlement at Green Bay From the Report of l. Lee, Esq.," American
State Papers: Documents, Legislative and Executive, ofthe Congress ofthe United States,
(Washington: Gales and Seaton Publishers, 1832).
This image, compiled in 1832 using data collected in 1821 by American agent Issac Lee,
illustrates the layout of the Metis community at the Bay when Madeline Jourdain was
eleven years old. Note the ribbon lots which began at the river but had no formal end point.
Though they are listed as being held by high-ranking community members such as John
Lawe and members of the Grignon family, lower status fur trade employees and their
families likewise lived on this property until claims were formalized under the American
system. Ribbon lots provided close community contact as well as common access to water
sources and pastureland. (For a close-up version of this map where all names are legible,
go to https://www.loc.gov/resource/g3701 fm.gct00025/?sp=48&
r=-0.597,0.059,2.194,0.888,0.)
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Figure 7. Peter Rindisbacher, A Halfcaste [Metis] and His Two Wives, ca 1825, watercolor,
Library and Archives of Canada, accessed May 28, 2021, https://www.bac-lac.gc.ca
/ eng/CollectionSearch/Pages/record.aspx?app=fonandcol&IdNumber=2835810.
Metis clothing in the early 19th century was a distinct blend of both indigenous American and
European styles. Note, for example, the cradleboard, worn blanket, and smoking pipe held by
the women in this picture, as well as the hide leggings and beaded vest worn by the man. This
is contrasted with the women's trade cloth dresses and the man's European-cut coat and hat.
The Metis were famous for their bright fabric choices and intricate beadwork, as well as the
sashes men wore around their waists. These were used functionally on trading voyages, to
assist with carrying heavy loads, but they could also be ornamental status pieces, such as the
one depicted here.
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The engages' style of living was shocking for its "disorder and backwardness" to
outsiders, but despite this rustic impression the Metis settlement at the Bay was no
backwoods hamlet or lawless post populated by wild men. 85 Elizabeth Baird, a creole
contemporary of Mary Williams, described it as a patriarchal community with a distinctly
"aristocratic" structure, centered around a few powerful trading families.86 Land holdings
were organized by long, thin "ribbon lots" that stretched from the river to an indeterminate
point [Figure 6]. High-ranking families lived in the largest houses on these lots, but they
were surrounded by cabins and huts where families of lower and middle status, as well as
slaves, also lived. The location of the many small, bark-covered cabins with "high-peaked
roofs and mud-and-thatch fireplaces" clustered on the river bank made social connection easy
for all classes. One observer in the 1820s recounted it as a neighborhood arranged along the
Fox River, where "both banks for five or six miles were dotted by cabins, uniformly
white-washed with lime." 87 These combined the architectural techniques of both Algonquin
and French peasant culture, as did Metis "clothing, cuisine, amusements, transportation,
medical practices, language, belief and customs" [Figure 7].88
Another feature that set the Great Lakes Creoles apart from their middle-class
American counterparts was the labor and attitude of the female population. Many historians
have written about the formation of communities through marriages between fur traders and
Native women, a practice induced by indigenous conceptions of reciprocity. These marriages

a lafa<;on du pays (in the manner of the country), conducted according to both Native
custom and French common law, have been well established as the central tenet of the fur
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trade system. Without these unions, extensive peaceful economic interaction would not have
been possible. 89 Marriage was the "reciprocal social bond" that united extended networks of
kin. Intimate partnerships and families were the links that created bands, clans, and insider
relationships, rather than racial or national identity or contractual business agreements. Thus
they were absolutely essential to social and political life in the region. 90
By marrying their daughter to a fur trader, a Native family could gain access to
important trade goods as well as prestige and promises of security, while European men
gained more than sexual comfort-they now had access to an extended network that made
travel and trade possible in the region. American Indian and mixed-race women also
"adapted traditional roles to participate in market-oriented behavior," providing vital labor
that made the trade possible. 91 They constructed moccasins and snowshoes, scraped furs,
paddled canoes, harvested wild rice, served as interpreters and diplomatic agents, and made
pemmican (a mixture of tallow, dried meat, and berries, it was the "staple food of the fur
trade"). 92
Women were also the primary agriculturalists in the indigenous societies of the
Northeast, and creole women put these skills to work planting extensive vegetable gardens
behind their cabins. 93 Peas, potatoes, and garlic were favorite crops for the Metis,
supplemented by wild game, maple sugar, and wild rice. Commercial farming, on the other
89
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hand, was unpopular as this was a community based on trade, and men resisted
female-gendered agricultural labor as well.94 (The exception was the cultivation of fruit trees
-apple, pear, plum, and apricot especially-which became a creole specialty.) A significant
portion of the community's food was therefore obtained through what later Americans saw as
"gardening," as well as through supplemental economic interactions with indigenous women
living in nearby Native villages. These grew surpluses specifically to accommodate the fur
trade population. Of course, Metis women also raised children, carrying them in cradleboards
that were family heirlooms blessed with protective properties, propping them up or affixing
them to a sturdy tree branch where they could observe the communal labor.
Madeline Jourdain's mother Marguerite Gravelle was such a woman. Yet though
Gravelle's French Canadian husband can be tracked well enough through documentation of
his skills, personality, and professional record after American arrival, Gravelle is
remembered only briefly in local histories derived from nineteenth-century oral sources. One
early reference states that her father was a Frenchman from Canada named Michael Gravelle,
and her grandfather was L'Espagnol, "a Menominee chief' who participated in Pontiac's
Rebellion.9 5 Neither Marguerite's mother nor her grandmother are recounted, nor her clan of
origin, emphasizing the limited, Euro-American nature of this source. Another more recent
local history says that she was the granddaughter of Cheek Munk, "a powerful Menominee
medicine man," a statement which again betrays both a patriarchal perspective and a lack of
knowledge about Menominee religion and social organization.96 As these sources
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demonstrate, gleaning information about Madeline Jourdain's maternal line can be
frustrating, as is frequently the case when one seeks to study the lives of subaltern women.
Archival absences which rendered Native peoples invisible as individuals in the bureaucratic
record were strategic, according to Ashley Glassburn Falzetti, tied directly to their
dispossession by the American govemment. 97 Gravelle, as a woman, was doubly invisible
under the tradition of coverture practiced by newcomer Anglo-Americans.
Yet through this haze we can glean that Gravelle was one of the women "in-between,"
as both Van Kirk and Peterson have called them, tied to both trader society and her
indigenous relatives throughout the Western Great Lakes. We can imagine her in the bright
fabrics preferred by Metis women, with elaborately beaded accents and a cradleboard on her
back, as she worked in her garden or assisted in the hide-preparation process. Born in 1781 at
Prairie du Chien, the blossoming epicenter of trade which connected the Mississippi and
Great Lakes water systems, we know she preferred to dress, by American standards, "like a
squaw." We also know she spoke "Indian" at home, but kept a house that was comfortable
and familiar to Euro-American guests. 98 Van Kirk has described how the ability to perform
gendered labor across societies is what made these mixed-race women particularly valuable
to fur trade men. They could perform backbreaking work in a community far from the
luxuries of urban society, but they could also entertain and demonstrate a family's status by
Euro-American standards. 99
Indeed, women like Gravelle straddled two very different systems of gendered
behavior. Unlike more homogenous European societies where women were legally
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subordinated to men and increasingly pressured to remain in the nuclear household, gender
relations in creole society, as in Native societies in the region, were based on
"complementary... mutually dependent spheres of labor." 100 Americans were shocked when
they observed the fur trade women, who spoke openly with strangers and lacked the
appropriate modesty in dress. These women preferred a "practical costume" that combined
European and Native elements, including a low-cut bodice that made nursing easy.1 0 1 Under
their colorful skirts, which stretched to the ankle, these hard-working women wore leggings
and moccasins, the ensemble made complete by a blanket worn around the shoulders in
Indian fashion.
Van Kirk has also demonstrated the way that traditional indigenous society in the
region protected against excessive progeny, through extended nursing and periods when sex
was taboo for men. However, probably because of the demand for bonds between traders and
Native families, Metis women typically married young, often aged twelve to fourteen.102
Marguerite Gravelle was about twenty when she wed, which was remarkably late for this
period. Still, she would have eight children in her lifetime, seven of whom lived to
adulthood. Her daughter Madeline, by contrast, was barely a teenager when she married the
much older Eleazar Williams in 1823, however the unique circumstances of their union led to
only two, possibly three children, only one of whom lived beyond infancy. More commonly,
the young marrying age for Metis women and lack of sexual taboos in comparison to their
Menominee and Odawa peers led to prodigious families, as well as higher maternal death
rates and premature aging. Still, ample evidence exists demonstrating the meaningful,
long-term bonds and caring companionships that often developed between European men
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and indigenous American women. 1 03 These were serially monogamous relationships that
either party could terminate, but many lasted for decades.
Finally, despite their difficult manner of living (or perhaps because of it) the Great
Lakes Metis were reputed to be "fun-loving" people who used the sabbath for "recreation and
amusement" rather than religion, in the words of one Protestant moralizer. 1 04 Considering
they were without priests or missions for the majority of the eighteenth century, this is
perhaps not a surprise, though it certainly perturbed American missionaries later on. The
extent of their indigenous religious practice is uncertain, though likely it was a syncretic
blend of both Catholicism and Native spirituality. Additionally, generosity and hospitality
were well-known creole traits, with "mirth and hilarity" tempered by gentle French manners.
The long winter season, which could stretch from October to April, was the time for social
gatherings. "Sleigh-rides, dancing to local fiddlers, horse racing, drinking, and card parties"
were the order of the day for fur trade elites. 1 05 The Grignons were "especially noted for their
elegant manners" in these situations. On the other hand, weather-hardened engages were
known for their love of drinking and raucous singing, which passed the time on long, cold
journeys. The line between elite and non elite was not always clearly defmed, however, at
least not to outsiders. One Anglo newcomer, who enjoyed herself at a "real Western hop"
hosted by Elizabeth Baird, also noted that "the number of the company was more important
than the quality," and "the circle was not always, strictly speaking, select." 1 06
For all ranks, the new year began in late February with the maple sugar harvest.
Maple-sugaring in the early Spring, practiced for centuries by the Menominee, Odawa, and

103

1 04
105
106

Sleeper-Smith, Indian Women and French Men, 48.
Willard Keyes quoted in Murphy, Great Lakes Creoles, 38.
Murphy, Great Lakes Creoles, 37-38. Murphy, Gathering ofRivers, 51.
Kinzie, Wau-Bun, 16, 36.

54
other Algonquins of the region, had long been an opportunity for extended families to reunite
and celebrate after a long winter season of separation for the hunt. But the incorporation of
Europeans into indigenous family structures gave Native and mixed-race women
opportunities to perform cultural as well as physical labor relating to this ancient practice, by
incorporating new symbols and objects of meaning into the springtime festival. French men
introduced chickens, and soon Metis women were carrying fowl with them to the sugar
camps, to celebrate Catholic Easter with Easter eggs. Spring being a season for courting,
French crepes made by women were traded between lovers, sweetened with maple syrup, and
packets of new sugar made by female hands were given by young men as tokens to their
possible love interests. 1 07 Perhaps this is how Madeline Jourdain's own parents met and
wooed. Women were the orchestrators of this multi-week long event, with family matriarchs
organizing the sugar-making process. Kettles were kept boiling day and night, and men
helped to keep the fires burning. They also kept up the community spirits with "the merry
violin and the dance." Sugar was made for family use, but women also sold their surpluses
for profit. Well into the nineteenth century, the city of Green Bay became "almost deserted"
during this time of year, as families of all backgrounds decamped for the sugaring season. 1 08
Knowing this, it is little wonder that later Americans would come to wax nostalgic
about the "good old days" of so-called French habitation, once the uncomfortable fact of
miscegenation had been erased. Free from government meddling, adventurous, and carefree,
this lifestyle looked much like the ideal to young, male settlers who came in prolific numbers
in the 1840s and 1850s. What these newcomers did not recognize, however, was the way this
free and intrepid way of living was in fact very regulated by leading families and the network
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of relations, existing also within the confines of Anishinaabeg sovereignty in the region.
To summarize, though often forgotten or misunderstood even today, the Great Lakes
Creoles by the War of 1812 were not "French." Through multiple generations of
multicultural marriages, they were gradually becoming a "distinct people with a way of life
worth defending." 109 They were developing unique forms of habitation, dress, entertainment,
labor-even manner of speaking, as Michif developed as a creole language throughout the
nineteenth century. Again, farther to the north this would develop into a distinct entity known
today at the Metis First Nation. However, in the U.S. controlled Great Lakes Region this
ethnogenesis would soon be arrested.

The Grignon Clan at the Bay
Before we examine this process, spurred by American military occupation at the Bay,
we must complete one final task by taking a closer look at the Grignon family and the
particular place in their kinship network held by the Jourdain family. If Charles de Langlade
was the Father, not of Wisconsin but of the Metis community at the Bay, its mother was
Aagthe Oolateh, an Odawa woman from Michilimackinac who was his wife. They would
build a multicultural and well connected family network that would be central to Jourdain
throughout her life. It would decline in its influence beginning in the 1820s but retain an
ability to adapt and protect at least its higher-ranking members well into the nineteenth
century. Attempts to catalog and locate this network on the landscape, we shall see, have long
been a challenge to Americans.
To begin, Charles and Aagthe de Langlade's daughter Domitilde married Pierre
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Grignon, a Canadian trader who moved to the Bay in the 1760s. no The Grignon name soon
became synonymous with prestige in the region, though Pierre had not brought this power to
the marriage; only through his wife's connections was he able to build the Grignon dynasty.
In the early nineteenth century, Pierre and Domitilde Grignon inherited the Langlade
compound along the Fox River near the Bay. Their estate was comprised of "extended kin,
servants, employees, and slaves" (both African and Native), another important reminder that
those who fit into a kinship network were not considered equal members in the society.11 1 For
the Grignons and their clerks at the top, Jacqueline Peterson writes that "their Metis children
and grandchildren all functioned successfully as traders, traders' wives, interpreters, militia,
and Indian service officers." The Grignons also all married into high-status Ho-Chunk,
Menominee, and Odawa clans in the region, as well as other prominent fur trade families that
relocated to the Bay after 1763, like the Lawes, Porliers, and Dousmans.112 This extended
their influence across thousands of square miles of fur trade territory.
Names like Grignon, Dousman, and Porlier are repeated frequently on the 1821 map
by Issac Lee [Figure 6], as they are in the diaries left behind by Madeline Jourdain. This
demonstrates the interconnecting web of families that dominated the community along the
banks of the Fox River even through the 1830s, when she began writing. Though Lee
attempted to unravel this web in his data to make it conform to the standards of American
property law and household hierarchy, he was not entirely successful. The ribbon lots alone,
with their indistinguishable terminal boundaries, demonstrate his struggle. To add, though the
names he catalogued are most often French surnames, it is important to remember again that
this was a multi-racial and multicultural community, from the highest to the lowest levels of
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society. Any European-born men, such as the well-known British trader John Lawe (Jewish
on his mother's side), were married to Native or Metis women and integrated into a creole
society that included family members in nearby Native villages whose names are not
recorded.
Lawe, for example, who is listed on the map twelve times, arrived at the Bay as a
young man in the late eighteenth century, with his uncle Joseph Franks. In time, he grew in
prestige and was married to Therese Rankin, or Ne-Kik-O-Qua, a Metis woman with
extensive Odawa relations.11 3 (To make it more complicated, Rankin had previously been
married to Domitilde de Langlade and Pierre Grignon's son, Charles Louis Grignon, but had
elected to leave that marriage, bringing her children with her to be raised with Lawe instead.)
Lawe and Rankin were Madeline Jourdain's childhood neighbors.
Though Lawe became a man of great standing who rivaled the Grignons at times, his
Odawa wife kept her own name and owned her own property. Rankin is on the 1821 map by
herself, separate from Lawe's many entries. The Grignon name likewise makes thirteen
appearances, though other lots were claimed by women who married into the Grignon clan
and retained their own names, such as Susan LaRose. Despite the rivalry between their
families, the Lawe-Rankin children would intermarry with the Grignon clan during
Jourdain's generation, with Lawe's daughter Rachel wedding Pierre Bernard Grignon, a
great-grandson of Charles de Langlade and Aagthe Oolateh [Figure 8]. Madeline's Jourdain's
own sister would also marry into the Grignon family.
This is all to demonstrate that no newcomer could remain in the community without
building connections to the Grignons, inheritors of the Langlade legacy, and that these
113
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connections were matriarchal as well as patriarchal. Theirs was a deeply connected network
of women and men, whose presence on the land defied American conventions. In addition to
French and British households, they were also connected to Odawa, Menominee, and
Ho-Chunk groups throughout the region. This is the defmition of Indian Country-a network
of people on the landscape, rather than a territorial boundary. Outsiders like Lee, who
attempted to render this community stable for the purposes of control and government by
designating family patriarchs as singular owners of property, did not comprehend or attempt
to recognize this "infinity of relations." 1 14 The Lee Commission map, therefore, though it
demonstrates that higher ranking Metis families had their land claims recognized by the
American government, is inadequate for one seeking to understand the social complexity at
the Bay in the early nineteenth century. In addition to indigenous clans not listed, he also fails
to include the names of unknown numbers of men and women who were employed by these
ranking families and who lived on what came in the 1830s to be private property.
Americanization left them landless.

1 14
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Figure 8. Rachel Lawe Grignon, mid-nineteenth century, daguerreotype, 3.25 x 4.25
inches, Wisconsin Historical Society, Madison, Accessed October 28, 2020,
https://www.wisconsinhistory.org/Records/Image/IM2136
Rachel Lawe Grignon was a high-ranking member of the fur trade kin network at the Bay
of Odawa, French, Menominee, and Jewish/English descent. In this image, she displays the
elite Metis women's style of dress, including heavy beads, earrings, a cross pendant, and
worn blanket. This is noteworthy because the photo was likely taken around the time of
Wisconsin state formation, when Anglo-Americans had achieved a demographic majority
in the state. Under these changing circumstances that put pressure on people of indigenous
descent, she openly displays Native elements in her dress.
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The extent of the Langlade/Grignon clan's influence cannot be underestimated.
Another son of Pierre and Domitilde Grignon named Augustin Grignon, who we know wrote
his Recollections for Lyman Draper at the Wisconsin Historical Society in the 1850s, played
up his French ancestry after American settlement threatened to dissolve their trade empire.
Yet he too was a well-connected person in a multiethnic society. Augustin married a
mixed-race Scottish and Menominee woman named Nancy McCrea, with whom he raised
eight children of French, Menominee, Scottish, and Odawa heritage. "The McCrea-Grignons
spoke primarily French but were multilingual, with a command of Menominee, Chippewa
[Odawa/ Anishinaabemowin], and English," says one historian. 115 Augustin spent most of his
career in close contact with the Menominee, while his brother Louis managed the American
side of the family trade. In total, Augustin had eight siblings, six of them males who passed
on their father's French name. By 1836, thirty-five individuals with the surname Grignon,
ranging in age from O to 45, were recognized as "mixed-blood" Menominees and Chippewas
(Odawa) by the American government, though this list cannot be comprehensive. 11 6 As we
shall see, Grignons of all ages appear in the diary of Madeline Jourdain. Nearly every family
in the community, including hers, had a Grignon or two in their lineage.
This was also not a coincidence. As historian Anne Hyde has written, families were
"the web that h[ eld] the West together," the dominant social framework that united
communities, rather than citizenship or even residency in the same village. 11 7 Through
decades of war, migration, and economic change, Hyde writes that families provided a
"flexible and stable system . . . protecting people against change and insulating them for a very
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long time against the rigid demands of... conquest." This was derived at least in part from
wide-spread Native American practices, where people have "always lived in mutually
supportive communities whose members included diverse ranks and species"--yes, even
nonhuman relatives.11 8
Communal ties were forged on many levels, including "fictive kin relations that made
community members into family" as would happen with Madeline Jourdain's father,
Joseph.11 9 In 1803, when Marguerite Gravelle was in her early twenties, she married a
gregarious French blacksmith from Trois Rivieres near Montreal, who was only one year her
senior. Joseph Jourdain came to the region in 1 798 to pursue opportunities as a blacksmith,
employed at first by Jacob Franks, John Lawe's uncle.120 Local histories based on early, oral
testimonies are again our best source of information for his early life, as government records
from this period are rare and the first American census was not taken until the 1820s.
According to one source, Jourdain was known for his jovial character, which helped him to
gain acceptance in his new hometown:
He was five feet six inches tall and straight as an arrow, heavily built and a
handsome man, his deportment courtly, his manners pleasant, amiable, and
kind. He was known and esteemed far and wide as of a cheerful and
peaceful disposition, considerate to the poor, and no one was ever suffered
to leave his shop without their work on account of poverty. It was said of
him that he had no enemies and he never had any trouble with anyone.12 1
In addition to his interpersonal skills, the same source says that Jourdain's talent for smithing
put him at a distinct advantage in a world of traders, hunters, and homemakers:
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An expert at his profession, he could fashion a razor or a sword, as well as an
ax, or hatchet, or shovel, and made the locks for their cabins and the cranes to
do the cooking for the family, and andirons for the great open fireplace, and
the shovels and tongs, the pans and copper kettles for the good housewife,
repaired the guns, and adjusted the flints for the early hunters. He made the
spears and the fishhooks to catch the sturgeon and other fish, forged his tools
to work with and made his own forge and bellows. The pipe tomahawk he
made of old gun barrels were marvels of the smith's art. They were graceful
and beautiful in design, a crescent on the side of the blade being inlaid with
copperfrom an old French penny. The handles were made from an ironwood
sapling and served as a stem for the pipe [emphasis mine].
This passage illuminates the wide array of work to be done in the community, by which
Jourdain made his small fortune. Objects he made ingratiated him with the people there,
because he designed more than trinkets or anonymous horseshoes. As the only blacksmith in
town in this early period, he made the tools men and women needed to survive-to hunt,
cook, chop wood, and conduct trade-tools that became imbued with their own stories.
Unlike the pipe tomahawk, which was designed to be preserved instead of used, most of
these objects were worn out and thrown away, in an eerie parallel to the low-status engages
and their women now erased from historical memory. These stories can be somewhat
resurrected, however, by looking closely and in new ways to the preserved items that remain.
For example, a twenty-first century resident of Alabama named George Colclough
purchased a pipe tomahawk fitting the description above at an auction in 20 17. Attributed to
Jourdain by his signature mark-"a crescent on the side of the blade being inlaid with copper
from an old French penny"- it was valued at $8,000. 1 22 For Colclough, "the tomahawk is a
prized possession" and a "stunning piece of craftsmanship" that needs to be held to fully
appreciate. The Kansas Historical Society, which counts a similar artifact in its collection,
states in its description that such objects were status-symbols of the trade, made as prestige
George Colclough, interview with author, May 9, 2020. Mr. Colclough was inspired by the craftsmanship of
the pipe tomahawk to become the caretaker of Joseph Jourdain's family page on a popular genealogical website.
That is how I made his acquaintance.
1 22
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items not put to practical use. 1 23 One can imagine the impression the weight and balance of
such an item must have had, being placed by a trader into the hands of an Anishinaabeg
ogimaa two hundred years ago, just as it impresses George Colclough today. The quality of
the item, his signature mark, and the ceremonial nature of the object help to preserve
Jourdain's personal memory, but it also speaks to the network of individual hunters, traders,
and government agents who held the tomahawks he made. Many of these people are not as
well remembered today, because they did not integrate into American society in the same
way Jourdain did. Yet these were the people who came to accept Jourdain and welcome him
into the network of the community.
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Figure 9: Studio Portrait of Augustin Grignon, circa 1850, daguerreotype, 2.75 x 3.25
inches, Wisconsin Historical Society, Madison, Accessed October 24, 2020,
https://www.wisconsinhistory.org/Records/Image/IM4170.
This is a picture of Augustin Grignon, grandson of Charles de Langlade, who wrote his
memoirs for the Wisconsin Historical Society in the 1850s, around the time this image was
taken. At the same time, his Menominee relations were being relocated to their reservation.
Augustin worked closely with the Menominee through his career as a trader, while his
brother Louis managed the European aspects of the trade.
In the picture Augustin is holding a pipe tomahawk, which the Wisconsin Historical
Society has confirmed was made by Joseph Jourdain. It, like George MacClough's
acquisition, carries Jourdain's signature crescent moon on the blade. Jourdain's tomahawks
demonstrate how he was able to ingratiate himself with the community at La Bay. By
crafting items that could be central to trade and diplomacy as well as items made for more
daily use, he became part of the Grignon family network. Mary Hobart Williams grew up
with Augustin Grignon's children, nephews, and nieces. Her sister Christiana would marry
his son Hippolyte in 1834.
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Thanks to his skill and personality, Jourdain was soon rubbing elbows with the most
important traders in the region, including the heads of the elite Grignon family [Figure 9].
His new prestige also allowed him to marry into an important Menominee family. It's not
difficult to surmise what Marguerite Gravelle and her kin stood to gain by forming an
alliance with Jourdain: he was an up-and-coming, amiable young newcomer with the ability
to not only access, but in fact produce valuable items for survival and trade. Following their
marriage a la fa<;on du pays, the Jourdains settled at the Bay in a "low log structure
picturesque in its odd proportions" on the east side of the Fox River, off what is today Mason
Street [Figure 10]. 124 Joseph continued his work as a blacksmith, while Marguerite planted
vegetables, kept the home, and cared for their eight children. First to be born was William in
1804. Next came six girls: Madeline (the future Mary Hobart Williams), Josephine (who died
in infancy), Susan, Marguerite Jr., Domitilde (named for Domitilde Langlade, Augustin's
mother), and Christiana (who married into the Grignon clan). The exact order and dates of
their births are unclear, but the baby of the family was Thomas, born in 1823. All of the
children except for Josephine, whose name would remain important in Madeline's memory,
would live to adulthood and marry locals, either creoles or Americans. All but one lived and
died in what became Wisconsin. 125
The children of Marguerite and Joseph Jourdain were raised in the syncretic culture
detailed above, a unique blend of both Native and European lifeways. Their festivals, foods,
and material culture would all reflect this reality, as well as their language. It is likely the
Jourdain family spoke both French and Menominee in the home, though Michif (the Metis
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Figure 10: "The Old Jourdain House," in Deborah Beaumont Martin, History ofBrown
County, Wisconsin, Past and Present (Chicago: S.J. Clarke Publishing Company, 1913),
111.
The Jourdain name does not appear on the 1821 map, probably because he was not a direct
member of an elite trading family, such as the Grignons or Lawes. Only the highest
ranking patriarchs had their land claims initially respected by American surveyors.
However, by the time war broke out in 1812, Jourdain had already earned his place as a
part of the Bay Metis society, and later his small blacksmith shop and small land holding
would be acknowledged by the Americans. We know the Jourdain home was located on
lots 4-6 of the Lee Commission map, with Pierre and Augustin Grignon and John Lawe as
neighbors and patrons. He would in time come to work at Fort Howard, the American
military establishment, and would later move on to Winnebago Lake, working with the
Menominee at the Indian Agency about fifty miles south of Green Bay. It is unclear
whether his wife accompanied him.
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"mixed language") was also in development at this time.126 It arose "quite suddenly" around
the 1820s according to scholar Peter Bakker, as the Metis began to coalesce as a people in
what is now Manitoba. The Jourdain children were being born just as this linguistic shift took
place to the north, at the same time the border between Canada and the United States was
being solidified. It is therefore probable that French and Menominee in the Jourdain home
were not spoken as separate languages but rather in combined ways, mixed perhaps also with
the more widespread Anishinaabemowin. How this language would change and/or remain
after separation from their Canadian relatives has yet to be studied thoroughly.
To conclude, there is nothing to indicate that their childhood was anything but typical
of a Metis family, with one notable exception. Their father, being a blacksmith, did not have
to travel to trap and trade as most male residents of the community did for long periods each
year. Tied through bonds of kinship to an elite Menominee family and the Grignon clan,
never wanting for work, the family of Marguerite Gravelle and Joseph Jourdain prospered in
their cabin by the river, continuing to increase in prestige as the nineteenth century rolled
forward. They were not as well-heeled as the Grignons or the Lawes to be certain, but they
had found a niche in the community that was particularly enduring. Thus, they met the
requirements for a successful life in the Fox River Valley, at least before the war and
subsequent American invasion. The seven living Jourdain children were prepared by that
point for a life of hard work, community connection, and a comfortable standard of living.
They were also raised in a tradition that favored social :flexibility and adaptable behavior
cultural strategies which would become imperative, as we shall see in the next chapter.
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Conclusion
When Anglo Americans began to arrive in Weskohsek in the 1820s, finding it "a
good place to live," they were not entering a virgin wilderness, nor were they coming to a
place dominated by ancient Native American cultures who lived primitively, as they had for
thousands of years. Though the Menominee were very ancient inhabitants who made their
own decisions about what constituted progress, they had been as influenced by the events of
history as the Europeans, Haudenosaunee, and Anishinaabeg. Confronted by technological
change and the transformation of their territory first into Ho-Chunk land and then
Anishinaabewaki, they proved to be a socially flexible people who considered connection to
outsiders a sign of strength and continuity.
When French and British men began to integrate into these societies in the late
seventeenth century, a unique culture appeared. Men and women such as Charles de
Langlade and Aagthe Oolateh and the communities they developed across the Western Great
Lakes have long been misremembered as French in local history, but in truth they were
blended Euro-Native communities with language, material culture, traditions, and families
that were linked to but separate from both colonial and Native society. Central to these
budding "New Peoples," as Peterson and Brown have called them, was the concept of family
and extended kinship. Clans like the Grignons were the political and social determiners of
villages like La Baye, and connection was required by all those who sought to live and trade
in the community. Thus, when Joseph Jourdain arrived in 1798, he demonstrated incredible
skill as a blacksmith, but he also needed to marry into a family of power and prestige in order
to work and rise in status. Women such as Marguerite Gravelle and their families were
therefore essential to the transfer of power and continuity of trade in the region.
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Marguerite and Joseph Jourdain's daughter Madeline was born into this creole society
around the year 1810, tied firmly to a powerful network of families that had demonstrated
their ability to live well and adapt to change for at least a century. Before she could speak in
full sentences, however, war would come to the Bay. The conflict called the War of 1812
today would test the strength of Metis social bonds as well as their ability to adapt to
difference, as their British friends moved North and Americans moved in, putting incredible
pressure on people of indigenous descent. American newcomers would also place a particular
new emphasis on constructs of race and gender, in order to "provide rationales for conquest,
colonization, and slavery." 127 This would contrast greatly with creole ways of living.
Yet we shall see in the following chapters that as Madeline Jourdain grew, attended
school, and became a young wife and mother, the family network at the Bay would hold her.
In fact, it would continue to help and support this young woman through times of great
disappointment and personal tragedy.
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Chapter 2: Americanization
Having established the history and cultural complexity of the developing Metis
society at the Bay, it is now possible to contrast that world with the one which would develop
gradually during the most foundational period of Madeline Jourdain's life, in the first years
of American settlement. Though the Northwest Ordinance had provided a "flexible
framework of government" for the territory dating back to 1787-including a governor,
judiciary, and proportional representation-the distance between the Bay community and the
seat of power in Marietta had made effective government impossible in the late eighteenth
century. 1 28 In 1800 the territory was divided, and the Bay became part of the Indiana
Territory. The new capital at Vincennes, however, was not much closer than Marietta, and
thus political and cultural sovereignty remained in the hands of indigenous inhabitants at the
point of Madeline's birth in 1810. 129 It would take the War of 1812 and the arrival of
American military forces in 1816 when Madeline was a young girl for American power to
truly gain a foothold in the region. This power, however, would take decades to advance, and
hegemony would not be accomplished for many decades. The Jourdain family and their
creole connections would survive this tortuous era by ingratiating themselves politically,
socially, and economically with the newcomer Americans, conforming to American
expectations of gendered labor, and by strategically distancing themselves from their
indigenous kin.
In other words, this chapter seeks to outline the process of "Americanization" at the
Bay, focusing on the first decade of occupation after the war and on the members of the
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Jourdain kin network. The events of this chapter mostly take place during Madeline
Jourdain's youth, before she began her diaries, and thus provide the link between her parents'
world outlined in the previous chapter and the one she would record for herself later on.
More than an interlude, however, this section centers on the beginning stages of settler
colonialism, as it was experienced by those living on the land. By centering on these socially
peripheral individuals, we can see what the development of the American state felt like for
people on the ground, those working to shape the new government to their advantage. We
shall find that in this early period, the lines between citizen and alien, civilized and savage
were indefinite and unstable-something the Metis used strategically but the Americans
worked to clarify as a quintessential part of the state building process.

Pressed Into Service?
On January 15, 1815, Madeline's father Joseph Jourdain did not yet know the war
was lost. He was at that time in Prairie du Chien, the sister community to the Bay settlement
on the banks of the Mississippi River.1 30 There, British-allied forces from throughout the
Fox-Wisconsin waterway, including the Great Lakes Metis, had rallied the previous summer
and recaptured the town from the Americans. (Likely, his wife Marguerite and their small
children remained a safe distance away at the Bay for this event, or perhaps somewhere
inland with their Menominee relatives.) Jourdain and his comrades' victory against the
American William Clark had not altered the growing dissatisfaction with the war in the
British homeland, however. By mid-January, even as General Andrew Jackson fought on in
New Orleans, the community at Prairie du Chien was likewise unaware that their allies had
130
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already surrendered.
Still, Jourdain and the others could sense that the British were losing interest in this
long conflict. Hence, forty of the francophone men at Prairie du Chien wrote a letter to
British Captain Andrew Bulger, commanding officer of the settlement's Fort McKay.1 3 1
Twelve of them, including Jourdain, were literate enough to sign their names to this
document. Brief but anxious in its tone, it reminds Bulger of their continued "zeal" and
"loyalty" to the British Empire, and thus his responsibility to them. "His Britannic Majesty's
subjects" continued to hope that "we shall in the future live peaceably under your
government." In truth, the British government had only nominally been in control of this
peripheral stretch of empire, and thus the Metis wished to maintain their autonomy and avoid
being overrun by the Americans, not necessarily to remain anyone's "subjects." Over the
course of the next eighteen months, however, news of the Treaty of Ghent reached the town,
and Bulger and his men would decamp, making their way across the forty-ninth parallel once
and for all. Despite the British government's limited control over this region, their departure
north would have great consequences for those who remained below.
Reading this letter, it also makes sense why the Americans, when they arrived in
force at the Bay the following year, were distrusting of the Metis inhabitants. Along with the
rugged topography and Native American resistance, "the ambiguous loyalties of western
colonists" like Jourdain and his comrades was the United States' third great challenge in
settling what has been labeled the "trans-Appalachian West." 132 Yet these doubts were also
misguided. The "French," it was believed, were working to spread discontent against the
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United States among the otherwise pliant natives. From Territorial Governor Lewis Cass's
perspective, it was not the independent will of Odawa, Menominee, Ho-Chunk, and other
indigenous people that hindered the establishment of American hegemony in the area, but the
machinations of half-savage traders like the Grignons, who sought to monopolize the trade.
As a future Bay resident would describe it, the local Natives had only joined on the side of
the British because they were, "induced to believe that the government of the United states
was entirely unable to keep possession of the country and protect the Indians in their
rights." 133 In other words, indigenous residents wanted a protector, but the traders had falsely
convinced them that the Americans could not provide.
With this in mind, the Americans' first step toward real sovereignty in the Western
Great Lakes was to prevent further contact between the traders and their former British allies,
now poised just east of the Straits of Mackinac on Drummond's Island. For a people used to
paddling long distances through the waterways of the Great Lakes, the new U.S.-Canadian
border seemed like just another map-maker's fiction. So to enforce the new boundaries, the
American government began to build forts "From Lake Michigan to the Mississippi River . . .
to counter British influence." 1 34 Sites like Prairie du Chien and the Bay Settlement had been
marked as strongholds of British loyalty, and thus they would "require close supervision." 1 35
Naturally, a modem perspective takes into account the complex motivations of people
who experienced the struggles of empire building from the ground level. Residents of the
Menominee village at the Bay, for example, were no more loyal to the British government
than Jourdain and his comrades had been, despite their plea to Captain Bulger. Rather, both
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indigenous and creole inhabitants sought to ally themselves with the most advantageous
power of the day-the one that could best supply them with the items they needed in trade,
and the one which would interfere the least in their daily lives. Where the French and British
brought trade (extractive colonialism), the Americans had a reputation for seizing land and
removing people (settler colonialism). Thus, the Metis were loyal, as demonstrated in the last
chapter, to those who would preserve their social networks-their families and extended kin.
This makes the few public declarations that have been preserved in the archive dubious as
proof of national loyalty, as well as the claim that indigenous residents were looking for an
imperial power to protect them.
Take once again, for example, the case of Augustin Grignon, whose "Recollections"
we are already familiar with. Historians of the early twentieth century reported that, while in
Michilimackinac on a trading expedition, Grignon and his vessel were "pressed into service"
to pilot the American military forces from Michilimackinac to the Bay.1 36 A recent historian
says he and another trader had been forced "against their wills" to pilot the vessels.1 37 In his
own words, however, written in the 1850s, Grignon says that after ensuring his cargo would
not be compromised he had "readily consented" to acting as pilot.1 38 His version actually
exudes pride, as he points out that he was responsible for ushering in the new era. Of course,
the arrival of three schooners and a sloop "of imposing proportions," with "flags flying and
deck crowded with uniformed men" (at least five hundred in number), must have terrified the
inhabitants of his home community. After all, they had heard from friends and neighbors that
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the Americans would come "in wrath and vengeance for the deeds of the late war." 1 39 But
then, "to the great wonder and surprise of the people," it was one of their own who waved to
them in greeting from the deck. Years later, Grignon looked back and declared that they had
not been frightened at all but were "well pleased" by the event.
So which was it really, the fear and forced labor or the pleasure and pride? Based on
what we already know of Grignon's account of Charles de Langlade, it is more likely that
Grignon had little choice in the matter and was unhappy about his involvement at the time.
Or perhaps he knew even in 1816 that accommodating the American government would be
advantageous, as armed conflict had already failed them. Either way, years later we see him
once again working in the written record to demonstrate the loyalty of the Metis people,
going back to the beginning.
The point is that, from the earliest moments of American occupation and well into the
nineteenth century, the creole inhabitants of Wisconsin worked to manage the narrative of
expansion and their own place in it. Being controlled, they sought control, in a discursive
process that is at the heart of settler state formation. As one scholar reminds us, this was "a
world system in which minor agents, allies, and even subjects at the periphery often guide[d]
the course of empires." 1 40 So, though we cannot penetrate the true emotions of the Bay Metis,
we can be relatively certain that their friends, families, and livelihoods were in their thoughts,
rather than the principle of loyalty to race or empire. These "minor agents" would negotiate
their place in the American system, rather than submit to it amenably, and in so doing would
help to shape the expansion of the American state.
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Building Fort Howard
Young Madeline was about six years old when the soldiers arrived, pitched their tents,
and began erecting Fort Howard a mile downriver from her home-just old enough to carry
memories of the event forward into adulthood. The Americans chose a site on the western
bank where the Fox River flowed into the Bay. There, the British had also built Fort
Augustus in 1761 before abandoning it two years later, and the French before them had
established their post in the same location in 1717.14 1 The community had been largely
untouched by colonial administration since the Seven Years' War. Social power in their
region was dictated by diverse bands of Menominee, Odawa, Potowatomi, Ho-Chunk, and
other indigenous peoples, who came annually in the thousands to trade and fish at the Bay.
We can only imagine, therefore, what their thoughts were as "the troops spent two months in
severe labor, hewing timber and sawing out lumber" with which to build the new fort, named
for a beloved American commander of the late war.142 Barracks went up first, then a few
small administrative buildings, and finally all was enclosed by a high stockade. The residents
quickly discovered that the soldiers had not come to punish. In fact, the Americans would
soon begin to court them for business relationships, for friendships-even for romance. This
was because they knew they would need them to form a "literal middle ground" between
themselves and the region's indigenous inhabitants.143
Still, in these first days the Americans knew they also needed to make a show of
power that would prevent all the locals from questioning their authority in the future. In
addition to the five hundred soldiers (more than every man, woman, and child in the Metis
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village combined), they brought enough artillery to make the inhabitants nervous, and though
the majority of the enlisted men were sent elsewhere in spring once the primary buildings
were constructed, "two companies of riflemen and a detachment of artillery" remained
long-term.144 By the time Madeline was ten, Henry Schoolcraft reported on a visit that the
fort consisted of "a range of log barracks, facing three sides of a square parade, and
surrounded by a stockade of timber thirty feet high, with block houses at the angles. The
whole is white washed and presents a neat military appearance" [Figure 11] . 145 The
Americans were demonstrating their intention to stay and to control not only the political and
economic goings on of the village, but in time also the most intimate aspects of daily life for
the inhabitants.
Despite this show of power, the new forces at the Bay saw little direct action for the
first decade. The small Metis community was outnumbered and quiet, and though American
commissioners initially reported that the local Menominee and Ho-Chunk were "extremely
hostile" and "had evaded all invitations to meet them," this began to change after repeated
failed attempts to perpetuate their trade partnership with the British on Drummond's
Island.146 Cut off from the water-route through Lake Erie and Detroit to Lake Michigan, the
British administration found it increasingly difficult to transport the trade goods that had
cemented those former friendships. The raw materials like grain that the United States could
supply were also becoming increasingly valuable to the British, over the dwindling furs
traded by indigenous hunters in that region. And they were weary of wars in North America.
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Though they could still surreptitiously cross the border and access British Canada, both
Native and Metis traders were increasingly disappointed there.

Figure 11. "Fort Howard," photograph, 1851, Wisconsin Historical Society Archives,
Green Bay.
This image corresponds to Schoolcraft's description of a whitewashed fort, with "neat
military appearance," though no doubt expanded since he made his observation in 1820.
This is what the fort would have looked like when Mary Williams was in her early forties.
Though she had relocated by that point upriver, to her farm at the Little Kakalin, she came
down to the Bay regularly to buy and sell and visit family.
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"You [were] not afraid to bring us our Great Father 's bounty when our hatchet was
still red with blood," accused a frustrated Makataemeshekiakish (Black Hawk) in 1817.
"Why can you not do it now, when . . . we are threatened with the loss of our land?" 147 The
Sauk leader, who would give his name to a rebellion against American imperialism in the
coming decades, was worried by the British retreat, but perhaps not as desperate yet as he
made himself out to be. His people, after all, had nearly two-hundred years of experience in
manipulating colonial agents to their advantage. After years of using British political and
economic forces to stave off intrusion from the "Big Knives" (Americans) however,
indigenous leaders like Black Hawk would now have to consider new options. Without their
British allies supplying them with weapons and distracting the colonists from the coast, it
might have seemed newly advantageous in 1817 to parlay with the United States.
And so there was surprisingly little armed violence in this first decade, before those
who followed men like Black Hawk and the Ho-Chunk Red Bird were pushed to their
breaking point in 1827. 148 Even then, most of the conflict took place along the Mississippi,
leaving the Bay unscathed. However, that does not mean the presence of large numbers of
military men at the Bay did not bring death to the region. With the soldiers came disease
malaria, cholera, and smallpox in particular-which had a devastating effect on the residents,
particularly those facing malnutrition, stress, and social dislocation. 149 Indigenous villagers
"died off like sheep," fleeing in small bands into the interior to avoid complete devastation.
The deaths of neighbors and loved ones-her mother 's kin-was likely another formative
event in the memory of young Jourdain. This stands in sharp contrast with one report
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archived by the State Historical Society years later, which stated that the community was one
of the "healthiest localities on the globe" in the early l 820s. 150 Disease, which struck down so
many, did more often spare those with European ancestry, perhaps the first indication that the
divide between native doodem and creole village was about to grow wider.
The roaming activities of enlisted men, sent by their superiors on "patrol" to pass the
time, was also a particular problem in these early years. 15 1 Peace-time recruits tended to be "a
sorry lot" who drank heavily, and reports of ''undisciplined soldiers who vandalized property
and stole livestock" were common. Augustin Grignon remembered the soldiers as "great
pests." Despite their orders to pacify and placate, many of them did "harbor hostile feelings
toward the fur traders and Indians because of their complicity with the British during the
War." 152 Indeed, soldiers in both Green Bay and Prairie du Chien were regularly charged with
violent assault and even murder in these early decades. In the sister community of Prairie du
Chien, where many households at the Bay had friends, relatives, and associates, a law was
passed in 1822 against "white persons . . . skulking or sneaking about after 10 oclock at
night." 153 These "lurking predators," identified as soldiers and other low-status newcomers,
were a particular threat to the community's females.
Inconsistent leadership also made life at the Bay difficult, with a high turnover rate
that was stressful for both soldiers and civilians. Seven commanders served at Fort Howard
in just the first ten years of American occupation, each with their own ideas about discipline
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and order for their men and the dissembling natives.1 54 Each in turn, therefore, performed
"symbolic displays of coercive power" to intimidate their charges, some more severely than
others. One resident complained that, "Each new commanding officer, to mark the era of his
reign, would exercise his 'little brief authority' in an arbitrary manner." 1 55
Major David E. Twiggs in particular was known for his brutal, even sadistic
temperament. By one account, a private named William Prestige snuck into Twiggs' chamber
to "put a bullet in his brain" as revenge for a cruel punishment, but the gun misfired and
Prestige was taken captive. Major Twiggs then had him publicly tortured for months, to
"deter anyone else from acting against him," before handing Prestige over to the
authorities." 1 56 Reportedly, when President John Quincy Adams heard of the man's treatment,
he had him pardoned, believing he had already served his sentence. "High-handed oppression
and injustice" was therefore felt deeply by both the soldiers and the old inhabitants.1 57 To
make matters worse, the commanders could not even agree that the fort had been built at the
ideal location. The third, Col. Joseph Lee Smith, chose a new site a few miles inland in 1820,
on the opposite shore of the Fox River about an equal distance from the Jourdain home.1 58
After two years of construction and expense, "Fort Smith" was "condemned as undesirable,"
and the troops returned to Fort Howard.1 59 Uncertainty, in other words, was the only constant
in these early years of occupation.
The strain of military rule was also compounded by cultural and linguistic barriers
and the general belief held by Americans that the "French" were a degenerated people,
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"indolent, gay, intemperate, and illiterate" in nature. 1 60 Early reports make them out to be
childlike: clever but ignorant, good natured but lazy, fun-loving but not to be trusted. Like
any adolescents, the men in particular were in need of firm guidance; only half civilized, they
were "dulled . . . content to live under squatters' claims . . . [their] cabins plastered with
mud." 1 6 1 The subsistence economy they favored, where women tilled the soil while men left
to hunt and trade for months at a time, was a distinct concern for the Americans who quickly
sought to teach the men the importance of stationary living. One newcomer who arrived
shortly after Fort Howard's construction reported paradoxically that the creoles had "lost the
little knowledge they had acquired of farming in Canada, so that they were poor cultivators
of the soil, although they raised considerable wheat, barley, peas, and other crops." 1 62 The
productivity and agricultural knowledge of the settlement's women was both unrecognizable
and inexplicable by this description.
Thus, deeming the inhabitants ignorant and lazy yet strangely productive, Anglo
newcomers were unable to see creole culture for the successful, adaptive blending of French
and Algonquin lifeways that it was. Still, they were under orders to demonstrate their
strength and impede British connection, while also working to woo their new charges to the
American cause. Thus, despite disease, disorderly soldiers, heavy-handed leadership, and
other difficulties, both parties avoided direct conflict in the first decade. Though we lack
records about Madeline Jourdain during this period, we know her character was formed
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during these negotiations between the newcomers and those of her own French-Algonquin
ongms.

Growing Pains
Though the Americans' goal in establishing Fort Howard was to "enfold" the French
trading towns "into the domestic republic" before opening the lands to settlement, they also
found themselves being enfolded into the existing society at the Bay. 1 63 We are already
familiar with the emphasis on turning "outsiders/enemies" into "insiders/kin" in Algonquin
tradition. 1 64 For the Bay creoles, accepting newcomers was, in principle, no capitulation or
sign of weakness, but rather an opportunity to gain knowledge, material goods, and
protection for self and family. Even one's own metamorphosis was to be embraced, as an
adapting self was an expression of "manidoo," or spiritual power. Similarly, the Americans
were under orders to subdue yet mollify the creole leadership, and civilian newcomers were
interested in building relationships with them in order to get in on the trade. The first decade
of occupation was, therefore, a period of transformation for both societies.
To begin, let us first take a step back to recall the situation in Prairie du Chien in
18 15, when Madeline's father and his comrades wrote their letter begging protection from
British command. Just two and a half years later, the francophone "Inhabitants of Bay Verte"
including Joseph Jourdain and Augustin Grignon wrote another letter together. It was
translated and addressed this time, not to a British operative, but to the "Honorable Chamber
of the Senate and House of Representatives of the United States." 165 This cadre of formerly
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self-declared, loyal subjects of his "Britannic Majesty" were now attempting to explain a
change of heart concerning their fidelity to the United States.
The letter's lukewarm tone, however, betrays the half-hearted creole commitment to
imperial government. Their numbers were not "sufficient" to establish "a separate
government" after having found themselves an "integral part" of American territory, they
said. In other words, they recognized they could not continue fighting the Americans, so they
had decided to join them. This is hardly a rally to republican democracy. With an almost
petulant air they also said they could not "recognize it as a crime" that they had formerly
"followed the prompting of the British government when, in the war, it claimed them as its
subjects." They had just been following orders, but now they promised that if the Americans
deigned to accept them-and, most importantly, their land claims-they would "not be the
less disposed in favor of the United States" than they had previously been toward the British.
This halfhearted request for citizenship sent to Washington, the first wave of
non-military newcomers began to arrive in the early 1820s. Many of these would quickly
become friends and associates of the Grignons, Lawes, and Jourdains, later to be referenced
in Madeline Jourdain's diary. First on the scene was Daniel Whitney, a "shrewd speculator
and businessman" from New Hampshire who built a trading post near the fort and became
eventual partners with John Lawe and the Grignons. 1 66 Ebenezer Childs, who left
Massachusetts for New York, then Ohio, and finally Green Bay in order to escape debt and
unpaid taxes, also arrived in 1820 and soon became close friends with the Jourdain family. 167
Henry Baird, an Irishman and the first barrister to settle at the Bay, brought with him from
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Michilimackinac his fourteen-year-old French-Odawa bride Elizabeth, in 1824.1 68 There were
no hotels in the village at that time, so the couple stayed with Lawe in the beginning, whose
wife Ne-Kik-O-Qua they described as "one of the best women." 1 69 Welcomed and lodged by
the leading creole families in an era before hotels, newcomers experienced their famous
hospitality first hand and began their incorporation into Metis society.
Most important to our story, the Mohawk missionary Eleazar Williams and his Anglo
American protege Albert Ellis would arrive in 1821, along with a delegation of Oneida (one
of the Haudenosaunee Six Nations) who relocated there from their homeland in central New
York. If the line between Native and non-Native had been blurred before, this event
complicated it further, as newcomers and outsiders could now also be Native Americans.
These indigenous newcomers, however, were ancestral enemies of the Anishinaabeg and
disliked also by the resident Menominee because they had taken on too many European
habits. The Oneida had centuries of experience dealing with the pressure of settler
colonialism and had developed their own ways of adapting to it.
By 1820 the Metis community had declined from 86% to 60% of the total population
at the Bay.1 70 They were still in the majority and their leaders still held sway, but the number
of prominent men there had risen, adding competition and weakening their paternalistic hold
over the trade. Albert Ellis, for example, placed Daniel Whitney and Ebenezer Childs
alongside Lawe, Joseph Jourdain, and eight Grignons when listing the most important men in
the village during his first years there.1 7 1 Community leaders were also now more diverse and
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included women and men born in New England, Iroquoia, Anishinaabewaki, Europe, and
Canada. They spoke French, Menominee, Anishinaabemowin, Oneida, Mohawk, and
increasingly English.
In the 1820s, however, the fur trade would change significantly. To replace the British
supply of manufactured goods, the Americans established factories (government run trading
monopolies) throughout the Western Great Lakes, and they worked to exclude or at least
limit the involvement of Metis who had previously been lords of the trade. 1 72 Citing
lamenting letters penned by John Lawe in the first days of Americanization, one historian
concluded that the Bay Metis by the 1820s were "a broken and destitute people" because of
this economic reconfiguration. 1 73 "The first year after the war was the last year I saved
myself," Lawe wrote to a friend in 1824, "Every year since I have been losing money and not
a little in that cursed Indian trade." Most frustrating was the way the American government
dithered about its decision to make the Metis citizens, a requirement for participation in the
new factory system and later in John Jacob Astor's American Fur Company, which replaced
it. Multiple times citizenship and then licensure was granted, only to be revoked due to some
bureaucratic detail. "I cannot make out what is to become of us," wrote another prominent
trader Jacques Parlier around 1818, "abandoned as we are not knowing our rights . . . in an
obscure labyrinth." 1 74 Every time they thought they were on stable ground, their positions
changed again.
It is evident that the Americans were not sure what to do with these powerful creole
traders, who had demonstrated in writing a half-hearted desire to become members of the
body politic. They hesitated to give them too much power, considering their racial and
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political status, but they also hesitated to limit their influence entirely. One scholar has
hypothesized that their numbers were needed in population counts, in order to achieve the
60,000 white, male residents required for statehood, set down by the Northwest Ordinance. 175
Another points to their utility, as the Menominee, Odawa, and other indigenous peoples
would not "do business" with those who were not kin.
Caught in between, they bounced back and forth until they were "plunged into
despair" and effectively subordinated to leading Americans, but they were never entirely cut
out of the new system because their presence at this time was still necessary. 176 Though their
trading territories were now limited, their licenses regularly revoked, and their status greatly
reduced, they remained men of wealth and influence into the 1830s. They became
intercessors, rather than masters. They accrued debt and sold off assets, but they remained
householders in the American system. This is evident in the 1821 land claims recognized by
the Lee Commission [Figure 6] as well as the house nicknamed the "Mansion in the Woods,"
which a Grignon heir had built upriver as late as 1837. 177 It was not, in the end, as bleak as
John Lawe's letters make it out to be, unless you were an engage or other low-status
employee. Those who had built cabins and planted gardens near the manor houses of men
like Lawe and Grignon, who had paddled their canoes and carried their merchandise over
portages, are harder to trace in the historical record. Where did they go when the manor
houses became private property? Perhaps this is a case of what Jean O'Brien has called
"dispossession by degrees," where they were rendered invisible on the land as they became
the servants and laborers of the new, white populace. 178 Or perhaps, as Jacqueline Peterson
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speculates, they moved in with their indigenous relatives. More research will be required for
us to answer this question definitively.179
Thus we know that, though the old elite lamented their decline in status and were
tepid in their loyalties to the new government, they were not entirely disenfranchised when
the Americans took over the trade. In fact, at times they even benefited from the
establishment of Fort Howard. "Quite an extensive business grew out of contracts let by the
commissaries and quarter master's department of the garrison," some of which were won by
creole traders.1 80 The first on record was made with Louis Grignon, who in 1816 was
contracted to provide additional lumber for the construction of the Fort.1 8 1 John Lawe, the
man most offended by the changes brought about by the Americans, may have later
complained about the grog shops and liquor stores that sprung up around Fort Smith. There,
he said, "whiskey was as plentiful as water," and "you never saw [such] a wretched place...
full of these dirty little shanties." However, Lawe was in fact the one who had sold the parcel
of land that made up Fort Smith to the Americans in the first place, an area which he platted
as "Menomineeville" but most others called "Shantytown." Though the fort soon returned to
its original location closer to the Bay, Shantytown continued to expand, and Lawe hoped to
sell more land as the settlement stretched out along the east bank of the river.182 In other
words, though the changes brought by the Americans often frustrated Lawe and the others,
making them long for a simpler time when they could more easily dominate, American
expansion could also sometimes bring them material gain.
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In another metamorphosis, the creole inhabitants found themselves allying with their
new, civilian neighbors against restrictions imposed by the commanders at Fort Howard and
Governor Cass in distant Detroit. Anglos like Ebenezer Childs for example, "entrepreneurs"
who came to make their fortunes on the frontier, saw the boundaries between American and
Indian lands as arbitrary. These and other territorial rulings were, in Childs' mind, an
infringement on his right to earn a living. By his own recollection, he was frequently hunted
by soldiers for some petty violation, either relating to illegal alcohol sales or trespass on
Indian lands. He even vowed at one point to "take the heart's blood" of Col. Twiggs because
of his continued interference. 1 83 In this particular incident he had been caught by a patrol on
the Menominee side of the border, working as an agent of Daniel Whitney and his trading
post. Refusing to hand over his employer's possessions, Childs recruited "eight stout French
men" to help him evade the soldiers, and he stored his goods with the Grignons until the
storm passed. This anecdote demonstrates that newcomers and old inhabitants worked
together at times to access the Indian trade, contrary to restrictions put in place by the
American military.
Joseph Jourdain was also playing both sides. The Wisconsin Historical Society

Collections say he was a "blacksmith at the agency" and an "Indian agent employee"
beginning in the early 1820s.1 84 Two receipts have also been preserved, both from 1832,
which put Jourdain on the agency payroll. On a list of distinctly Anglo names like Irwin and
Hamilton (both referenced often in Madeline's later diary), Jourdain's $160 and $480
payments for "gun and blacksmith work" stand out.1 85 Yet we also know at the same time
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Jourdain was taking commissions for pipe tomahawks from creole elites as well. In a letter
from John Lawe to Jacques Porlier, Lawe complained that Jourdain had not yet finished the
tomahawks they needed to make their seasonal trade because he could not procure, "fine files
to polish them with." The American agent who employed Mr. Lawe in 1825 also wrote a
letter complaining about their "large outstanding debt with Mr. Jourdain, the blacksmith." 186
Notably, Jourdain's work as a craftsman allowed him to navigate the changing world with
relative ease in comparison to the traders. His skill and reputation and his willingness to take
work from any comer allowed for his family's stability during the years when most Metis
were struggling to find their niche in the American system.
Increasingly, creole families of a more elite status also began to interact with the
Americans socially-especially with the officers of Fort Howard. After an early string of
dour commanders, the fourth, Col. Ninian Pinkney, was "loved by the inhabitants" for his
fluent French and lax discipline. He was followed by Lieutenant Col. John McNeil, who was
more strict but also built a hospital and a mess hall for officers. The latter became a social
center for both Metis and American inhabitants.187 The Christmas festival hosted by the
commander in this hall in 1821 stood out in particular in community memory. The newly
arrived Albert Ellis wrote many years later that, "Plates [were] laid for 100 guests; the
invitations extended to the whole population-French, half-breeds, and Americans-all were
invited to share in the festivities and enjoy the feast." 1 88 This is a far cry from the "wrath and
vengeance" they had expected in 1816.
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Major Zachary Taylor, future president, would also command the fort for a short time,
and his brief tenure was known for its "fine hospitality" when both Anglo and creole
civilians "mingled freely with the young officers of the fort." These officers, who felt
themselves cut off from the world at the far edges of civilization, were eager to join both
dances at the fort and private parties among the residents. Creole families were likewise
willing for their families (especially their daughters) to meet these higher-ranking men, not to
be confused with the common soldiers causing trouble in the streets. "When new officers
arrived it was always a grand event," wrote one early historian. 1 89
At officers' parties, where the men and the women often spoke different languages,
one occupation helped to grease the wheels of friendship: "We were all young, with a few
exceptions, and as a matter of course dancing took the lead," reminisced Elizabeth Baird,
who was almost exactly the same age as Madeline Jourdain. 1 90 Baird says that most of these
parties were "impromptu affairs" that started when a man asked a friend over for dinner.
Baird recalled that they had "fiddlers most plentiful" and, for large events hosted by the fort,
a full military band. Again, this is a shocking social transformation, considering the party
guests had been at war with each other less than a decade earlier. Creole preference for new
relationships over national ideology allowed at least the more elite members of their society
to quickly form close, even romantic attachments to their former enemies.
One of the Jourdain daughters in fact, Madeline's elder sister Susan, married an
American named Major Anthony DeQuindre in 1835. 1 9 1 By the late 1830s, six of the seven
living Jourdain siblings-including Madeline-were connected by marriage either to the old
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Metis elite or to newcomers of diverse backgrounds.1 92 Madeline wed Eleazar Williams, a
man of both Haudenosaunee and New England Puritan heritage-more on him in the next
chapter. Her sister Christiana married Augustin and Louis Grignon's nephew Hippolite (Paul)
Grignon. Marguerite and Domitile married two men of the same surname (probably
brothers), D.J. and Joseph Parant, who were craftsmen from Detroit. Their eldest brother
Guillieme/William married a French-Canadian newcomer from Montreal, named Seraphine
Poitras.1 93 The baby of the family, Thomas, married an American woman from New York
named Mary Rebecca, but not until 1850.1 94
These wide connections tied the family to every major social group in the budding
American town-old creoles, new Canadians, the relocated Iroquois, the American military,
and American civilians. Unions like these between the young members of the community
were formed not only for personal and romantic reasons, but also because bonds between
groups could solidify peace and prosperity in a fragmented society. Even so, not everything
was as idyllic in the growing community as Elizabeth Baird's memories of dance parties
would have us believe. After all, her writing was put through the same filter as that of
Augustin Grignon: the State Historical Society. One historian of the late nineteenth century,
for example, described these social gatherings in terms that betrayed underlying racial
tension. Though, "assembled in the faint glow of candlelight," mixed-race and even Native
men and women rubbed shoulders with some of America's most promising young men, the
"scant skirt, short, full waist, and enormous sleeves of New York fashion contrast[ed] oddly
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with the broadcloth petticoat and moccasins of the Native bell." 1 9 5 Differences were apparent,
and they were not always warmly accepted.
In fact, now that we have traced the changes brought about by the military
establishment at the Bay in 1816 and the influx of civilian men in the early 1820s, we can see
that with every opportunity came a rivalry, and with every new relationship a conflict,
because the groups assembling in the small community-indigenous, creole, and American,
as well as soldier and civilian-had fundamentally different ideals about order, civility, and
economic transaction. The arrival of the Americans brought profitable contracts, new
friendships, and even romantic partnership to the Bay, but it also brought vandalism,
bureaucratic frustration, and great alterations to the trade. In the next section we shall see
how these problems were exacerbated by the establishment of a civilian government in the
1820s, but by the 1830s these newly arrived political leaders would also establish the
baseline for American hegemony, rooted in republican ideals based on law, private property,
and the vote.

From Military Outpost to "Intimate Empire"
The civil government of the United States extended its arm across Lake Michigan
gradually, bolstered by the military power located at the new forts. It began with Lewis Cass,
who rapidly rose from commander of the Third Ohio Volunteer Regiment to a brigadier
general during the War of 1812. Then, appointed by President James Madison as governor of
Michigan Territory, this "one man government west of the lake" began to order the far
reaches of his new dominion. First, he divided the Western Great Lakes into three counties:
Mackinac, Brown, and Crawford, centered on the communities of Mackinac, Green Bay, and
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Prairie du Chien, respectively.1 96 Next, in 1818 he began to announce government
appointments, though he found that few Americans were willing to make the journey west to
fill them.1 97 The Bay Settlement, for the Americans, was still a distant outpost then, on the far
reaches of civilization. Within a few decades, however, it would be more thoroughly
incorporated into the milieu of the United States.
Unable to find willing American officials, in the first few years of Cass's tenure a
combination of Anglos and Metis would serve in these posts, many doubling up and playing
multiple roles in addition to working as traders or other men of business. This led to tensions
between two different worldviews, relating to order and community management. For
example, the sole judicial representative of the British acting before 1815 had been Charles
Reaume, a French creole who was respected by the community for his ability to mediate
between arguing parties. Reaume was reluctantly recognized by Cass in his first wave of civil
appointments in 1818, though he demoted him to associate justice. Newcomer Matthew
Irwin, who had already been sent to the Bay to oversee the factory trade in 1816, was
appointed chief justice over him. Yet Irwin didn't last long in either position, due to the
"constant friction" he experienced.1 98 This tension was caused by differing ideas of both law
and economics, which set Irwin apart from the Metis inhabitants.
As one historian has demonstrated, republican reformers in the early nineteenth
century (like Irwin) subscribed to an ideology of "natural rights" made popular during the
Revolution. This framework saw law as codifiable, beyond the petty details of an individual
incident, and designed to protect the rights of white, male citizens.1 99 By contrast, the Metis
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community was operating from French common law known as the "coutume de Paris," in
conjunction with Algonquin conceptions of justice, both of which sought communal healing
over punishment.200 Similar to earlier forms of British common law, this view was
intentionally localized and centered on keeping "the peace," rather than dispensing
nonpartisan justice.
Thus, in the eyes of men like Cass and Irwin, Reaume was a corrupt and immoral
official. Multiple stories retained in the Wisconsin archives tell how, after scolding both
parties and resolving nothing, the judge wanted "a leetle something" for his troubles.20 1 He
embodied the unfair, unintelligible government of the old world, while Irwin was
clear-headed, impartial, and cruelly treated. From the locals' perspective, however, Irwin was
arbitrary and unsympathetic, while Reaume was operating from a desire for reconciliation
and the return to community harmony. Going to the justice of the peace to resolve a private
conflict and then offering the man some payment in exchange for his services was a system
that had always worked for them.
In the first decade of Americanization, this localized vision of the law held sway, as
the Metis drove out Irwin and effectively used their numbers to control the new court at the
Bay. After Irwin's departure, prominent trader Jacques Porlier stepped in as chief justice.
Louis Grignon also "endeavored to make himself acquainted with English law and court
proceedings" and served as justice of the peace and coroner, among other local positions,
"the duties of which he discharged with intelligence and credit," writes Ellis.202 Even John
Lawe-that intractable traditionalist-was appointed associate justice for Brown County in
1831 and began to be known as "Judge Lawe" from that point forward, despite having no
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legal training.203 During this decade when few Americans wished to move west to take on the
challenge of forcing a new system of government on a recalcitrant people, community
leaders like Reaume, Porlier, Grignon, and Lawe could perpetuate Metis standards of
localized justice.
But in 1823 Cass appointed the man who would bring the Bay into the American
legal system, imported from the Northern states. When the twenty-three year old circuit court
judge James Doty arrived in 1823, he strongly believed in implementing a civilized, modem
government with an impartial body of law. This meant, for the men, fulfilling the republican
responsibilities of testifying in court, serving on juries, voting in elections, and living morally
as heads of household. Unsurprisingly, the community at first resisted his efforts. In 1818
when Governor Cass had proclaimed that all counties needed courthouses, both Brown and
Crawford counties had taken "no notice."204 So when Doty arrived there was no place for
him, nor any desire to create one. He was forced to purchase his own land on which to
construct a courthouse, but the residents then evaded assisting physically and financially in
its construction. It was not erected until the 1830s-and somewhere other than where Doty
had instructed. It's clear the Metis had no desire to implement the new system.
Despite these early obstacles, however, Doty was young and ambitious and refused to
capitulate [Figure 12]. Few of Cass's men wished to be exiled to the far reaches of the
territory, to battle defiant half-breeds and violent Indians. This New York native, on the other
hand, saw it as an opportunity to both advance his career and do the good work of bringing
civilization to the wilderness. Remembered as a "man of striking presence, so magnetic in
conversation that he carried his listeners with him, and was considered a dangerous rival by
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his political opponents," he held his court instead in a small building left behind in
Shantytown, at the abandoned Fort Smith. 205 The Bay, moreover, was not Doty's only
concern. Traveling the circuit from Detroit to each county by canoe until the roads and canals
were constructed, he was a tenacious backwoodsman who enjoyed adventure and rough
living. Holding court in an army shed surrounded by grog shops served to galvanize, rather
than dissuade him. He quickly flourished in the borderland environment, becoming a
speculator and economic opportunist in addition to a man of law.206 Today, he is most famous
for leading the development of a Wisconsin state capital in Madison, a new city built on an
isthmus, on land he donated in the 1830s. 207
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Figure 12. Portrait Painting ofJames Duane Doty by William F. Cogswell, oil on canvas,
1858, Wisconsin Historical Museum Collection.
Though painted from a photograph taken thirty-five years after Doty's arrival in the
territory when he was in his late fifties, this image of the judge appears somehow youthful.
With wide eyes and candid expression, he looks directly at the viewer and demonstrates his
characteristically tenacious attitude. This served him well as he worked assiduously to
bring what he considered to be justice and order to the borderlands of the American
emp1re.

As the circuit judge in these early years, Doty was the man most responsible for
incorporating the diverse settlements of Mackinac, Prairie du Chien, and the Bay into the
body politic of the United States. This was because he implemented the ideal of law as
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impartial and objective (as opposed to Reaume's localized system), but at the same time he
applied this uniformity to the most intimate aspects of daily life. 208 For example, in his very
first session at the Bay, Doty made "special inquiry in relation to persons living with Indian
wives to whom they had not been married according to church or civil law."209 This included
most of the community, as before American occupation neither government administration
nor clergy had been present to certify nuptials. In short order, thirty-six bills of indictment
were brought up against men in the village, most of them French creoles, at a time when the
civilian population was less than four hundred including women and children. 2 1 0
Unfortunately, no complete list of those charged exists today, so we cannot be certain if
Joseph Jourdain and Marguerite Gravelle's relationship was also targeted, but since many of
their peers were, it is likely. Either way, they and their children were undoubtedly part of the
emotional backlash which followed Doty's successful attempt "to regulate people's intimate
relations. "2 11
Charged with "lewd cohabitation," the offenders were notified that they must be
legally married within ten days and "produce a certificate of the fact or stand trial."2 12
Ebenezer Childs' account paints a tortuous picture of this process. He was himself a witness
in eighteen of the cases, was on the jury in some others, and was also charged himself. "We
all thought at the time that Judge Doty was rather hard in breaking roughshod, as he did upon
our arrangements," he complained. As Bethel Saler writes, Doty's marriage trials
demonstrate that regulating intimate life was a "constitutive part of establishing U.S.
sovereignty, cultural conformity, and the racial distinctions that organized this colonial
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periphery."2 1 3 If the creole men were to become American, then they would have to act
accordingly, as white heads of household. Republican patriarchs under the American system
were responsible for the moral health of their dependents and the entire national body. To
allow an exception in this far western extremity would be to poison the whole. They could
not be allowed to live openly in the "fa9on du pays" any longer.
Of course, the men and their mixed-race families did not accept this ruling quietly.
"Their plea was that they were [already] legally married, had lived a great many years with
their wives, and had large families of children-that their marriages had been solemnized
according to the customs of the Indians," explained Childs. The case "created intense
indignation" among the inhabitants, as the young, inexperienced Doty was clearly infringing
on established custom as well as lecturing to his elders.2 14 One Frenchman in particular
(Childs doesn't record his name), denounced the "damned Yankee court and jury" and
refused to comply, for which he was fined fifty dollars. He was one of only two, however,
who did not submit to the precocious Doty in the end. The other was John Lawe, who never
did marry Ne-Kik-O-Qua (Therese Rankin) under U.S. law. Accepting the fifty dollar fine
(about $1,200 in today's currency), Lawe's descendents would call her his "consort" in the
years to come, though they remained together until the end of their lives. No record exists
stating that the Jourdains resisted legal marriage as the Lawes did, so though we cannot know
for certain, it seems likely that they too were wed legally at this time.
Why didn't more of these resilient traders refuse to comply? According to Alice
Smith, the army "stood as a bulwark behind weak and ineffective units of civil government,"
such as, for example, an upstart judge in his canoe.2 1 5 Realizing the only alternative to
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submission was to decamp for the Native villages of their wives' relatives or for a fort north
of the border, all but two of the men provided the necessary paperwork within the ten day
period. Another reason for this acquiescence deals with the power of public disgrace,
particularly in rural tight-knit communities like this one. Though Doty was considered
"lenient" by some, the most important men of the community had been publicly shamed for
acting "too Indian." The event then had a lasting effect on the future behavior of the creole
residents as well as on their children. It's no coincidence that Madeline Jourdain's parents'
generation was the last to be "identifiably Metis."216 They were the last to form unions
according to indigenous custom, between Canadian men and women living in Native
villages, whereas Madeline's generation was the first to embrace American standards of
moral behavior and to uphold new boundaries between "civilized" and ''uncivilized"
societies. That day in August 1823 was the moment when "the ancient fur trading community
of La Baye lost its dignity," writes Peterson, when the men were humiliated and forced to
concede that they had been acting in an unwholesome and primitive manner.2 17 Their children
observed their shame. Creole families began to "disengage from Native tribes," in order to
demonstrate that they were decorous, well-mannered, and polite.2 18 To be Indian was,
increasingly, to be a disgrace.
As a final point about the Doty marriage cases, it's important to note that the men of
the community had been indicted, but it was the women who were in fact the target of the
American state. This is because, in addition to trial by jury, proportional representation, and
public education, the "security of private property" was a central tenet of the new American
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republic. 2 1 9 It was deeply felt by Doty and his peers that the household was a microcosm of
the state, and an independent Indian woman who did not conform to the laws of coverture
was, in fact, a threat to it and its stability. Under the American system, married women did
not own property or exist independently in their own right, a social construct which would
begin to erode later in the century. This was in direct conflict with Algonquin practices,
which typically considered women to be keepers of the home and its contents, part of a larger
"reciprocal economy" that emphasized gift giving to extended family, rather than
accumulating goods within a nuclear household. According to historian Alice Smith, Doty's
marriage trials were, therefore, "a crackdown, spurred by the need to legalize property
inheritance."220 Murphy has also written at length about this link between gender, property,
and the state, emphasizing how these "court controlled marriages" were meant to enforce
coverture, patriarchal order, and the laws of private ownership among those who had less
hierarchical ideas about marriage and property. 22 1
In order to be American citizens and remain with their husbands and children,
therefore, the women of the Bay would have to accept their status as legal wives,
"subordinate to this regime and to men."222 By becoming dependents, effectively property
themselves, they could be distinguished from their tribal sisters, despite their similarly dark
complexions. Future generations of Metis women, like Madeline and her siblings, would be
more accepting of their subordinate positions-or so it was hoped. In other words, not all
Great Lakes creoles saw citizenship as a benefit, and not all would receive the benefits of
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citizenship equally. Women in particular would decline in public standing in the following
decades.
One has to wonder if these changes were in the mind of Elizabeth Baird-herself a
"half-breed" woman-as she recalled a wedding she observed a few years after Doty's
arrival. Looking back decades later at the State Historical Society's behest, all she could
recollect about this event was that the final lines spoken by the minister were "married
according to the laws of the United States of America."223 Was her own marriage to Henry
Baird conducted at Mackinac in the same way? Her memory represents the "intimacy of
empire," as Murphy calls it, which made the American state so effective and so different
from its imperial predecessors. In addition to military service and public declarations of
loyalty, creole families would have to conform privately to American social and cultural
customs, or face eviction from the territory. The American court system, initiated by Doty
and backed by the military presence at Fort Howard, ''underscored how the threat of violence
laced civil law."224 Working together, military and civil government would ensure the
community's conformity as part of a new, intimate empire.

Gender and Civil Government
In addition to marriage and inheritance law, the creole community at the Bay would
also resist and adapt to political structures imposed by the American government. This
process had a gendered element to it as well. Democratic voting, for example, which may
seem like a universal good, in fact ran contrary to the norms of this society. In Prairie du
Chien, we know that rule by majority was avoided in the first decade of Americanization by
223
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male creoles who preferred to participate in "bloc voting," rather than voting as independent
householders. 225 Community members would meet and discuss election options, with higher
ranking individuals listening to the concerns of their inferiors (including women), before the
entire group voted together based on the senior members' final decision. This is remarkably
similar to contemporary Anishinaabeg practice, which emphasized building consensus rather
than competition and party victory.
Until the late 1820s, when Metis lost the majority, this was effectively how leading
families like the Grignons retained authority under American rule. The decline in bloc voting
in the late 1820s reduced their influence as well as the influence of women, as individual
household heads now comprised the state. Yet low ranking members of creole society could
also use the new system to their advantage, in defiance of their betters. Childs, for example,
describes a particular case where a "negro" engage (fur trade employee) took Louis Grignon
to court, claiming pay for labor that he had not received.226 He says the court ruled in the
man's favor, which left Grignon "restive." This demonstrates that neither system was
designed to protect the rights of subordinates, but women and low status men worked
nevertheless to use each one to their own advantage.
In addition to voting in elections, serving as jurors was another civil obligation that
Metis men resisted or reworked to their collective benefit, because it eroded their kin-based
decision making process. When he first arrived in 1823, Doty attempted to enforce a
territorial law, passed in 1818, which decreed that only white men over age twenty-one who
had held their land claims before the signing of Jay's Treaty (1794) were citizens and
therefore eligible to serve on juries.227 This left him hard pressed to find enough souls to fill
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the box, so soon after another law was passed that moved the land claim requirement up to
18 12. Even so, he still had difficulty finding men to serve, especially impartial ones; the few
he found were regularly "disqualified, on the ground of prejudice."
Doty pressed forward, despite these limitations, perhaps knowing it would take some
years for his standards of justice to be met, but the Metis resisted efforts to break down their
cooperative decision making process in other ways as well. For the first decade, their shared
language was an asset. Reluctantly, Doty had allowed the presence of translators in the court
when he arrived in 1823, which allowed the Metis jurors to collaborate as a separate party,
but by 1827 when enough Anglophones had relocated, a new law was passed specifically
forbidding jurors who were not fluent in English.228 Translators disappeared, and with them
the Metis jurors. It also prevented Metis defendants from sitting before a jury of their peers.
Access to English was, therefore, a critical resource for those who wished to retain their
status under the new American system, which we will discuss at length in the next chapter.
Those who refused to learn it were excluded from American society. Yet in both the case of
bloc voting and that of jury service, it must be said that the Metis were able to maintain their
power and act as a distinct group until the late 1820s, when the Americans began to
outnumber them. By that point they were no longer necessary for the system to function.
Though women also had little public voice under the American system, Metis women
nevertheless assisted in the implementation of the new civil government, acting behind the
scenes to feed and shelter those brought to the Bay to take part in the judicial process. This
included defendants, since the small community did not yet include a jail. Elizabeth Baird,
whose lawyer husband Henry was typically the defense in these cases, speaks in her
"Reminiscences" to the frustration which she felt when the courts were in session. In one
228
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instance she remembered, "The jury sat upstairs in our house, and two Indian murderers,
when not wanted in the courtroom, sat in my kitchen."229 She doesn't go on to say whether or
not they chatted, dined together, or what they discussed in this awkward encounter. (Her first
language was Anishinaabemowin, so they could communicate.) She does mention without
explanation, however, that she wasn't afraid of them, though she would have been if they had
been "white murderers." In a community without infrastructure, women were essential to the
operation of the new government.
They also played a central role in the government's decision to make their men full
and equal citizens. After a decade of squabbling on the territorial level, a federal law passed
in 1826 ruled that men of mixed Native and European ancestry should be permitted to vote,
but only if they were "civilized."230 This subjective term was code for running a patriarchal
American household, where men tilled the soil and women worked in the domestic arts of
food preparation, sewing and cloth production, and child rearing. The Americans were
interested, as we have already learned, in private as well as public displays of uniformity, and
so the women of the house were sometimes observed by government agents, to determine if
their men should be eligible to vote. 23 1 This could include taking notes on what they wore, if
they spoke a European language, and whether or not the house was "comfortable."
By this bourgeois standard, the Metis' famous hospitality was an important
advantage, especially for higher-ranking families who emphasized their French heritage
through material displays. A properly served tea from a fine china set could mean the
difference between prosperity or abuse for one's family for generations to come [Figure 13].
The Jourdains, we know, also used their material advantages to help them incorporate into
229
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American society. A list of purchases made by Marguerite Gravelle from the trader Frarn;ois
Desnoyer has been preserved, where we see that, in addition to trading "rats" (muskrat) and
"mink" for buckskin, sugar, and candles, Mrs. Jourdain also used cash to pay for elite items
like cinnamon, silk, and a pack of playing cards.232 Purchases like these were an indicator of
her family's "civilized" status.

Figure 13. Tea Sets Owned by Mary Hobart Williams (Madeline Jourdain). In Deborah
Beaumont Martin, Eleazar Williams: 1821-1921.
Elite objects like these demonstrate the importance of women's labor and appearance in the
formation of the "intimate empire." By properly serving tea to American guests,
mixed-race or even indigenous women could demonstrate to officials that the homes were
respectable and were "civilized" (according to the law), and therefore their husbands
should be permitted to retain their land claims and participate in republican democracy.
Local histories say that Mary Williams was particularly attached to her fine china, which
she used to emphasize her French heritage.

As we know, American officials like Cass and Doty were invested in incorporating
the Metis men (many of them French Canadians wed to indigenous women) into the
"Fur Trade Journal of Frarn;ois Desnoyer," page 28, 1844, "Families and Individuals, Surname
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American state. The men were necessary to advance the population toward the essential
number of 60,000 white, male souls required for statehood and could be put to use as
intercessors between the Americans and the Indians.233 Forcing out men who, though
degraded and wed to indigenous women, were seen as essentially white may have also sat
uncomfortably with some of the Americans. Either way, sufficient numbers of creoles at the
Bay were likewise willing to "swell the ranks" of the Americans, whether for material gain,
access to power, or to simply avoid ruin. Those who passed the test of civilized living
became "half breeds" and were given tentative citizenship. The cost, however, was
"disassociation from their indigenous kin."234
Amazingly, Bethel Saler has located a document that identifies the moment the
Jourdain family passed this test.23 5 Eight years before Mrs. Jourdain purchased the cinnamon,
a commissioner came to their home to determine whether they should be recorded as
Menominee in the official record or given a "half-blood" payment instead. This was in the
wake of the 1836 Treaty of the Cedars, signed by twenty-two Menominee men "in the
presence of' Charles, Louis, and Augustin Grignon, Joseph Jourdain, and a host of American
officials.236 The "half-blood" payment stipulated in this treaty would buy them out of the
tribe according to American law and place them on the Anglo side of the color line, despite
their mixed heritage.
Joseph Jourdain, in this case, would have been evaluated on his fulfillment of
"patriarchal responsibilities," including whether he was a "sober, stable head of household."
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His whiteness was also key.237 His biracial wife, however, was the one who sealed the deal by
her housekeeping-though just barely. The commissioner noted that she dressed "like a
squaw and talke[ d] only Indian," which reflected poorly on her husband's authority. There
was also some question about who had fathered her children, though I see no evidence of this
elsewhere. However, in the end the agent was appeased. He recorded that she was "very
clean" and "her home [was] very nice indeed." We see here that American standards of
cleanliness were bound inextricably with civility and morality, more important than either
language or dress- or even legitimate sexual relations.238 By acting "clean" and "nice" along
middle class lines of respectability, she secured for her descendants a position in the
American system: "Let her have it all," he concludes in his report.
By the time of the Treaty of the Cedars, Madeline Jourdain was already a married
woman living in Eleazar Williams's household, and the Indian Removal Era was in full
swing. In addition to ceding four million acres of land at seventeen cents an acre, the United
States pressured the Menominee at this time to clearly define who was and was not a member
of their tribe.239 "Separating the more acculturated Metis from the 'full-bloods "' was essential
in the state formation process, in order to determine who belonged and who was a foreigner
in American territory.240 This separation "made the latter appear culturally more conservative
and supported the contention of pro-removal advocates that the 'civilization' program was
not working." Those who were assimilating were now "mixed-bloods" who received a
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special payment in return for renouncing their Menominee citizenship.24 1 Those who were
not were ready for removal.
In addition to the Jourdains as well as Mrs. Mary Williams (Madeline Jourdain) and
her son John, the list of individuals who registered as "mixed-blood" in 1836 included others
with familiar surnames like Grignon, Lawe, Porlier, as well as many others of Metis origin
that she would reference in her diaries. A large portion of these were children, even infants,
who each received a payment between $200 and $800 dollars. The American government, in
other words, "bought out" her biracial community en masse from the tribe, drawing a
distinction between Indian and American that had not previously existed. She tells us in her
journal that she was in attendance at the treaty, in late August of that year. Five days later she
came home, reporting: "I return from the Treaty. The same day they give the Indians their
money."242 This brief entry tells us that, unlike her mother who had a complex identity that
was both Euro-American and Menominee, Mary Williams had learned by 1836 to separate
herself from "the Indians." Indeed, someone who reads her diaries out of context would be
hard pressed to find evidence of her indigneous heritage at all.
In 1837 her diary also reports that she received an eight-hundred dollar settlement,
her reward for acknowledging the treaty and declaring herself American.243 She used it to pay
off her debts (or rather, her husband's) and to enter into middle class American society. We
see from these examples that the decision to identify as American was a survival strategy for
the Metis, imposed upon them by the treaty process, but it also had tangible material
advantages. Whatever their reasons for signing, after 1836 they could no longer publicly be
1836 Menominee Mixed-Blood Census Register, Office of Indian Affairs, April 20, 1837. It's important to
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both Indian and American. This whitewashing was solidified in time, as the Anglo-American
establishment itself also came to depend on the idea of the Metis as white for their own
reasons of identity, as we have already seen. In the later nineteenth century, narratives about
the "early days" crafted by the Historical Society focused on French traders who lived at La
Baye, rather than their indigenous wives, mixed-race offspring, or bonds of kinship with
indigenous clans and political leaders.244 In addition to excluding the stories of women and
people of color, this version of events also erased the details of Americanization, the
transitional period detailed in this chapter. From 1816 when the army arrived, until the late
1820s when the Metis became a minority, these people who straddled the Middle Ground
negotiated with their new government as a community. In time they had to publicly choose
whether to become white or Indian.
Though perhaps done without malice, this simplified version of events is alive and
well today, perpetuated on the history pages of local community websites-including
Kaukauna, De Pere, and Green Bay.245 Stories that point to a European presence dating back
to the seventeenth century which fail to include the treaty process, imposition of a new
government, and the drawing of a distinct color line between citizen families and savage
outsiders feed the harmful narrative of inevitable Indian decline in the wake of
Euro-American progress.
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Conclusion
To summarize what we have learned so far, in the first chapter we saw that Madeline
Jourdain originated in a community undergoing "ethnogenesis," or the formation of a new
group identity that was a unique blending of French and Native cultures (Menominee,
Ho-Chunk, Odawa, and more). This was taking place well beyond the Bay, throughout the
Great Lakes Region and into the Northern Plains and what is now central Canada-anywhere
where there was trade between colonists and indigenous peoples and where the imperial
government remained weak. Cut off by a new border following the War of 1812, however,
the Metis of Canada coagulated into a distinct First Nation, which makes up 32.3% of the
total aboriginal population there today.246 What became Wisconsin, however, was cut off
from this development in 1816, and the creole community there subsumed into the settler
state.
Yet though the military arrived en force on a summer day in 1816, guided into the
harbor by none other than Augustin Grignon, Americanization did not happen all at once. It
was a complex negotiation between indigenous, creole, and American frameworks of culture
and social organization. Thus, ideas about impartial justice, patriarchal householdership, and
responsibilities like voting and jury service took time to gain a foothold. Jourdain's people
were frustrated by these impositions at first and worked together to resist the changes, but
under sufficient pressure they adjusted and found a place for themselves under the new
system. Belonging, however, would require separation from their indigenous relatives, and so
in 1836, many of them formally relinquished their tribal identities, in return for a cash
payment. Though young Jourdain had little to do with the negotiation process directly,
"Aboriginal Peoples in Canada: First Nations People, Metis, and Inuit," Statistics Canada, accessed
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understanding these events is important if we are to put her later diaries into context. She was
of a tender age when the Americans arrived and probably did not remember the war or a time
before men like Cass and Doty reigned. This made it easier for her to embrace American
ways of living, but it does not erase the story of the Great Lakes Metis and their systematic
separation from their Native identities by the American state.
From a military outpost barely holding back hostilities following the War of 1812, to
an intimate empire where the most private aspects of life were under government scrutiny,
the first decade of Americanization brought tremendous change for the Metis inhabitants of
the Bay. In the next chapter we will continue to explore the theme of Metis adaptation to
American hegemony, focusing on the period up to about 1840 and on the life of Madeline
Jourdain more specifically. We will also get closer to answering the overall question that
guides this research: How did a woman of partially indigenous heritage born before
American arrival, who lived without a man at home for much of her adult life, remain stable
and solvent through the tumultuous nineteenth century? We will see that metamorphosing to
make herself palatable to newcomers was second nature to this daughter of two worlds, but it
would also lead to her share of tragedy and challenging circumstances.
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Chapter 3 : Lessons in Acculturation
The Bay inhabitants experienced the expansion of American civil government into
their region following the War of 1812, as we have already seen. This was accomplished
through direct military control, capitalist enterprise, and the importation of new political and
judicial systems. The creoles resisted change or molded it to meet their own expectations at
first, but by the 1830s were outnumbered. They signed the "half-blood register," received
their treaty payment, and became formal citizens, despite their mixed cultural and racial
heritage.
Yet the Bay Metis continued to support one another as a distinct community and to
wield influence that was in opposition to American leadership before, during, and after this
transition. This they accomplished all the while intermarrying with Americans, serving in
American government posts, and receiving an Americanized education. Specifically in this
chapter, which focuses on the years 1820-1834, Madeline Jourdain will become our main
example of this qualified adaptation. We shall see that in the years leading up to her first
diary, an English education and marriage to an outsider were key to her continued belonging,
but at the same time her indigenous connections and membership in the Metis kin network
were as important to her survival on the land as her new skills and position. She drew on both
identities to succeed in the American system.

Two Reluctant Missionaries
In addition to military, economic, and political layers, Protestant missionaries at the
Bay by the early 1820s began to lay down another stratum of settler society. Though
supported sporadically by the 1819 federal "civilization fund" ($10,000 allotted annually for
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the improvement of "frontier tribes"), the missionaries inspired by the Second Great
Awakening were also independently inclined to do the work of God and were funded through
outside organizations. 247 They were therefore ideal emissaries for government officials eager
to spread the finer details of American culture with little overhead cost or regulation. By
1836, "Ten missionary schools with an attendance of 1300 pupils were in operation in upper
Michigan and northern Wisconsin territory."248 Their purpose was to instruct not only on the
subjects of reading, writing, and arithmetic, but also white culture, behavior, religion, and
values. Bound by the perspective of their era, missionaries were confident that "erasing
Indian culture and replacing it with Christian culture" was a "correct, humane, policy. "249
This was the beginning of nothing less than ethnocide in the Old Northwest, or the attempted
eradication of indigenous identity through the forced assimilation of children.
Yet 1820 was also many years before the establishment of Carlisle and the dozens of
other government-supported residential schools that worked with precision to "kill the
Indian, save the man" later in the century. 250 Indeed, the first missions at the Bay were
exceedingly informal, even experimental, as missionaries and government agents were only
beginning to work out the finer details of order and discipline. Thus, Metis children at the
Bay attended school not by force in this early period, but because kingroup leaders like Louis
Grignon embraced American education as a strategic adaptation. 25 1 What is more,
ecclesiastical records also indicate that at least until the 1840s, "full-blood" Menominee
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parents near the Bay would send their youth to mission schools also by choice, using them to
their own advantage when and if they desired. 2 52 This was made possible by the intercession
of Bay creoles, working to build bridges between the two communities for their own benefit.
As an example, the first English language school founded at the Bay was opened in
1822 by an Episcopalian missionary recently arrived from New York. Eleazar Williams had
assured his benefactor, Bishop John Henry Hobart of New York City, that he would build a
model mission at the Bay to civilize the Native population. 253 Prone to hyperbole, Williams
promised a school, workhouse, fields, and garden in short order, but this ambitious plan
never came to fruition. If his young assistant Albert Ellis's later Recollections are to be
trusted, he had to prod his mentor into action to initiate even a rudimentary institution, held
in the home of a local creole woman who happened to have vacant space. 254 "A stove, a few
desks, and benches" were then donated by a rising Anglo trader, but they soon had to relocate
to an upper room in the bustling Indian Agency when their hostess decided to marry. Though
the scope of this institution was a disappointment to the New York Episcopalians, such
informal schools were in fact very common in the early national period. 255
Madeline Jourdain and her older sister Susan were among the school's first attendees.
In hindsight, Ellis spoke well of families like theirs, because they gratefully leapt at his offer
to receive an Anglo-American education. This was because, as we know, the Jourdains were
part of a tightly bound kinship network centered around the Grignon trading empire, which
still held sway in the first decades of American occupation. These creoles favored group
Reuben Gold Thwaites, ed., Documents Relating to the Episcopal Church and Mission in Green Bay,
1825-1841 (Madison: Democrat, 1898).
253
Michael Leroy Oberg, Professional Indian: The American Odyssey ofEleazar Williams (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2015), 109.
254
Ellis, "Fifty-Four Years' Recollections," 226.
2 55 Rachel Hope Cleves, Charity and Sylvia: A Same-Sex Marriage in Early America (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2016), 28.
252

117
consensus rather than democratic rule rooted in patriarchal decision making. Augustin
Grignon's brother Louis (who became the de facto leader of the clan around this time), as
well as his rival John Lawe, actively worked to recruit families and fund educational
institutions at the Bay in the first decades of American occupation.256 As Ellis remembered
decades later, "At the advent of the American population at Green Bay, Mr. [Louis] Grignon
saw the importance of himself, his people and children, acquiring the English tongue; and he
forthwith acted, by taking measures as far as possible to secure it."257 Thus, when the
Williams-Ellis school opened, the Metis as a community jumped at the opportunity, aware of
the importance of effective communication in this context and spurred to action by their
leaders. Of course, individual parents also no doubt saw the benefits; a generation of Metis
children who knew English could build for each family a bridge to stability.
This trend in fact dates back to the first generation of children produced by fur trade
society in the eighteenth century. Sylvia Van Kirk has established that traders who had the
resources to do so often sent their young ones east for an education, so that they could move
as comfortably in Euro-American society as they did among their indigenous relatives.258
Girls in particular were sent, because a formal education would make them more desirable as
companions for European mates. This explains why Susan and Madeline were selected,
rather than their older brother William (who may have been too old, anyway). It was believed
that a woman's life would be easier if she wed a European, though Van Kirk has established
that this was not necessarily the case.259 More importantly, a daughter's marriage to someone
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with access to the web of Atlantic trade would bring material advantages and social prestige
to the girl's entire family. It is likely the creoles had similar intentions when they sent their
daughters to Ellis in the 1820s; they knew he could turn them into American brides, which
would benefit both immediate families and the larger community. Of course, there may have
also been personal reasons for the two girls' attendance.
Yet in Metis society there was also a tendency toward negative consequences for
those who received a European education. Van Kirk asserts that attending English school
distanced young fur trade women physically and emotionally from their mothers, a
separation that lingered even after their schooling ended. 260 By imbibing the practical and
moral lessons of the Europeans, steeped in cultural superiority, they lost the skills and
connections required to be successful members of their Native families, where cultural
affinity rather than race dictated belonging. A sense of alienation, crises of identity, and even
embarrassment over the uncivilized ways of their relatives were additional effects of
European indoctrination. Thus, a lingering question we will consider for the remainder of this
project deals with the dual theme of successful adaptation to colonial culture and the resultant
feelings of alienation. Later in life as she recorded daily events in her diaries using English,
did Jourdain feel uneasy with her dual identity, or was she only ever grateful for the skills she
acquired as a student of Albert Ellis? We will never have a conclusive answer to this
question, but we must ask it nevertheless.
In truth, the ambitious Ellis could have had only so much influence over Jourdain, as
low wages and little respect soon drove him to flee the profession and his mentor's
companionship. (By the 1860s, the teachers listed in Jourdain's diary were entirely women.)
Though he came west as a missionary, Ellis shortly distanced himself from indigenous
260
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society and became a prominent newspaperman, surveyor, and land speculator in the region.
But in 1822 when the school first opened, Ellis and Williams had only recently arrived on the

Figure 14. Walk-in-the- Water, pen and ink drawing of the first steamer to navigate the
Great Lakes. Samuel Ward Stanton, American Steam Vessels (Smith and Stanton
Publishers, 1895).
Eleazar Williams and Albert Ellis arrived together at the Bay in 1822, on this steam ship.
This new technology, along with the opening of the Erie canal in 1825, transformed the
Great Lakes Region by connecting it to the Eastern Seaboard and more populous cities in
the United States.

Walk-in-the-Water, a brand new Great Lakes steamer that made travel to and from the Bay
more efficient [Figure 14].261 Ellis organized the little academy and would do most of the
instruction in the sole year of its existence, while Williams translated sermons into
indigenous languages and conspired in land treaties instead. In other words, neither man had
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come to the Bay with a righteous fervor, motivated to do God's work among the Indians, as
we might expect from two nineteenth-century missionaries. They were searching instead for
frontier opportunities that allowed for social mobility and advancement. Hence, they made
little effort to fill the desks with Menominee, Ho-Chunk, or Odawa pupils, as Williams had
promised the Bishop. Ellis asserted in his memoirs that their school was open to all "without
distinction of age, color, or condition," but soon it was "filled to capacity" with mixed-race,
creole students.262
Though Ellis did most of the teaching, the elder Williams was nominally the head of
the institution. His assistant chafed under his mentorship, however, because Williams was
himself a man of indigenous heritage. He was a great grandson of Marguerite Kanenstenhawi
Arosen-bom Eunice Williams-the daughter of Puritan Minister John Williams. She was
the ''unredeemed captive" taken at age six in the 1704 Deerfield raid, whose story has been
described compellingly by historian John Demos. She had refused to be ransomed, had
become a Mohawk woman and a Catholic, and in time married a Mohawk man named
Frarn;ois-Xavier Arosen rather than returning to her distraught family.263
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Figure 15. "Waist up Portrait of Eleazar Williams" (oil on canvas), by George Catlin, 1832,
Wisconsin Historical Society Museum Collection.
This image, painted by a man famous for his portraits of indigenous Americans, portrays
Williams as an educated and elegant (if somewhat self-indulgent) biracial man. In later
portraits, however, Williams would be depicted as much more European-looking. This speaks
to his increasing efforts to fit into white society as he aged, during a period when essentialist
racial ideology was on the rise in American society.
Williams was therefore the descendant of an English woman but was more accurately
from a long line of Mohawk women and men [Figure 15]. He was born in 1788 at
Kahnawake (today a First Nations reserve just outside Montreal), but his father later adopted
his mother's Puritan surname and brought the boy to live with his relatives in New England,
to access opportunity and receive a free education.264 His time in New England would have
pleased his grandmother's people immensely (they had worked assiduously in the early
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eighteenth century to bring Eunice back to the fold there), but Williams was never fully
accepted by them because of his mixed race. Nearly a century had passed since the Deerfield
conflict, and the relatives who longed for the return of their loved one were all long dead. So,
though he used his fair complexion and Puritan credentials to his advantage whenever
possible later on, a childhood of cold shoulders and being shuflled from home to home left
him feeling abandoned and out of place in both Anglo-American and Mohawk society for the
rest of his life.
In time, Eleazar Williams would select Episcopalianism as a middle-ground between
the Catholicism of his origins and the Protestantism of his youth, coming to work for the
Diocese of New York under the patronage of Bishop Hobart. Yet this was a temporary
opportunity overshadowed by his internal conflict and the prejudices he faced. Unlike his
wife, who was content among neighbors and relatives who knew her personally, Williams
wished to belong among elite Americans and to be remembered in the annals of history, as
his Puritan great grandfather had been. According to his biographer, he was "driven by
unusually strong needs for recognition and power," but, as a "half-breed" this could never be.
Another historian explains that Eleazar Williams was ever "seeking to cross the social
boundary separating his natal community from the mainstream of early nineteenth-century
Anglo-American society."265 This is exactly what his spouse would do without him, in her
private, domestic life-to fit into American society quite successfully. But Eleazar, as a man
in the public sphere who longed for recognition, could or would not ever embrace her
methods of furtive adaptability. Part of the reason he became a crook and a hustler, therefore,
is that he was never fully able to cross the color line or, alternatively, to accept a subservient
Geoffrey E. Buerger, "Eleazar Williams: Elitism and Multiple Identity on Two Frontiers," in Being and
Becoming Indian: Biographical Studies ofNorth American Frontiers, James A. Clifton, ed. (Prospect Heights,
Ill.: Waveland Press, 1989), 114.
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place in white society. Indeed, he was never deemed fit for full ordination by the
Episcopalian establishment, despite years of great success as a missionary. His indigeneity
played a role in this, but so too did his unorthodox methods and his questionable reputation.
While ministering to the Oneida "Pagan Party" in New York before his relocation to the Bay,
Williams had adopted a flexible form ofEpiscopalianism that included preaching in the
Oneida language, translating hymns, and "holding his audiences in rapt attention" with rituals
that blended Haudenosaunee and Christian practices. 266
This was an effective form of evangelism that converted great numbers of "Pagan
Party" Oneida. Yet despite his successes, Williams's superiors in the Church charged him
instead with "doctrinal laxness" and a "Romish . . . excess in ceremony" (allegations based
largely on reports by his mentee Ellis, who especially resented his long sermons in the
Oneida language). Williams's patron Bishop Hobart then felt the need to remind him that the
Oneida had to learn "not only Christian doctrine, but [also] the arts of civilization."
Haudenosaunee believers were not enough for the Episcopalians, Williams discovered; they
had to look, act, and speak like Americans as well as practice the religion. Unable or
unwilling to alter his methods, in 1828 the diocese officially replaced him.267 In summary,
unlike his future wife who came to master her biracial identity and to find a successful place
among the Americans in her local community, Eleazar was a man at odds with himself and
his own indigeneity because he longed for a public reputation. He was an effective preacher
because he was Native, but he was also derided for his syncretic methods. And he was
obsessed with being something more than "Indian," with defying that term's connotations of
lazy backwardness.
Oberg, Professional Indian, 67-75.
"Richard Fish Cadle: Missionary and Clergyman," Historical Essay, Wisconsin Historical Society, accessed
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Knowing that he possessed such aspirations and such internal conflict, it is
unsurprising therefore that teaching students was not, in fact, the real reason why Williams
had come to the Bay. Indeed, when he and Ellis first disembarked from the steamship in
1821, they had not been alone but were were accompanied by a small delegation of Oneida
Indians-the "People of the Standing Stone" (one of the Six Haudenosaunee Nations
indigenous to New York State). 268 The Oneida were at that time facing tremendous pressure
from speculators and state officials to vacate their ancient territory. This was in opposition to
the federal Treaty of Canandaigua signed by George Washington in 1794, which guaranteed
them sovereignty and 300,000 acres of land in recognition of their allegiance during the War
for Independence. 269 During his tenure as a missionary to the Oneida, Williams had begun to
advocate that they relocate to lands on the western side of the Great Lakes, among the
Menominee and Anishinaabeg (their longtime enemies). 270 A minority of the Oneida agreed
with this plan, but the majority insisted they remain and defend their homeland, an effort that
the federal government still nominally supported.
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Williams's biographer has identified "numerous petitions and appeals" from the
Oneida to state and federal officials opposing Williams's efforts, though he claimed to
American agents (all too willing to believe him) that he represented the wishes of the entire
Oneida Nation. In point of fact, Williams was in the pocket of David A. Ogden, one of the
most unscrupulous speculators and politicians of his day. 271 Unbeknownst to his parishioners,
Williams received payment from Ogden, instructed to act in his company's best interest as
the latter purchased vast tracts of Oneida homeland from the state. Williams rationalized this
relationship by telling himself he was doing the good work of spreading Christianity and
American democracy. Motivated by a desire to do something worth remembering and to
demonstrate once and for all that he was a civilized man, Eleazar Williams became instead a
traitor to the Oneida and his own Haudenosaunee heritage.
Indeed, his connection to Ogden was not the first time that Williams had made the
most of his Anglo-Iroquois identity for pecuniary purposes. According to his biographer, he
had represented the Akwesasne Mohawks without their consent in an 1816 land treaty; the
$266/year annuity he collected until 1820 he kept for himself. 272 He had then encouraged
members of the Oneida "Pagan Party," whom he had recently helped to convert, to part with
a parcel of their land. This left him with $ 1,400 more. Then in 1817, yet another piece of
Oneida land was sold for $4,000, to pay for the construction of a church. The project cost
$1,500, but Williams "could not account for the rest of the money."
This incident in particular marked the beginning of the end of his time among the
Oneida, who were increasingly aware that Williams, for all his effective and syncretic
preaching, was not a man of integrity. In other words, his reputation was already irrevocably
271
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tarnished when he disembarked at the Bay in 1821 with Ellis, who would come to call him
"the greatest crook in the region." Neither man had come to the Bay, however, deeply
committed to the Christian Mission. Ellis did the daily labor of running the creole school for
a time, but soon he departed for more prestigious opportunities. Williams, uncomfortably
suspended between two worlds, was likewise a reluctant missionary. His social credit
depleted in both the East and the West, he would ultimately die in poverty on a Mohawk
reservation, but not before significantly altering the life of one young Metis woman.

Lessons in Acculturation
Despite his lack of interest in becoming a missionary educator, the lessons Jourdain
learned as a student of Albert Ellis (and perhaps, somewhat, Eleazar Williams) were
fundamental to her future continuity and success in the region. Fortunately, a valuable record
from her school days has been preserved in the archive, which gives us an intimate look at
this process.273 Like her diaries, this source was collected, perhaps accidentally, along with
the papers of her husband, after both their deaths. Today in Green Bay, in a miscellaneous
box that contains newspaper clippings and notes on Eleazar's Puritan genealogy, there rests a
curious anomaly: the "penmanship exercises" of Madeline Jourdain, circa 1822. This simple
artifact can tell us much about the lessons she learned in her brief formal education, which
she would carry with her for more than seven decades. It can also be our first source in
illuminating her personality and character, which likewise played a role in her future activity
and achievement.

Mary (Mrs. Eleazar) Williams, Penmanship Exercises Excerpt (1822), Eleazar Williams Papers 1634-1964,
Reel-Frame 1-394, Green Bay Archives and Area Research Center and Wisconsin Historical Society.
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Figure 16. Mary (Mrs. Eleazar) Williams, Penmanship Exercises Excerpts (1822), Eleazar
Williams Papers 1634-1964, Reel-Frame 1-394, Green Bay Archives and Area Research
Center and Wisconsin Historical Society.
The copied sentence on this page reads, "Caution is the parent of safety. Charity begins at
home." These two sentences have little to do with one another and were probably therefore
put together for no other reason than they were both short, and the student needed to fill the
space with a certain amount of text. Despite this focus on discipline and repetition rather
than implicit meaning, we do see small hints of her character and individuality in this
document. Note "Madgalen Jourdon her Book" at the bottom of this image. (For the
duration of her life, words in French would be spelled phonetically, as she never learned to
write in that language. Their orthographies, therefore, vary. Even her own name took on a
number of different spellings.)

Just as any seventh-grader would today, the thirteen-year-old scribbled in most of the
book's peripheral space, brief moments of disorder between line after line of uniform
sentence writing. "Madgalen Jourdon her Book" (the spelling varies) floats along the margin,
appearing every few pages as though to remind us that she exists despite the rote and
repetitive nature of her assignment [Figure 16]. At one place her name takes up an entire
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page, excessive if all she sought to do was to keep her workbook from getting misplaced.
This is a document from a dissimilar era in American education, with strikingly different
ideas of pedagogy and discipline from our own. Nevertheless, her individual personality can
be seen if we look closely at her writing, along with more prominent lessons on behavior and
conformity that were central at this time to American education.
What follows is a sampling of lines which Ellis assigned her to copy. These were not
prescribed as punishment exactly (as "sentences" were in this author's childhood), but were
intended nevertheless to discipline the student, since all children were inherently disobedient
and in need of reform.274 More specifically, they were meant to help her develop the skill of
penmanship, knowledge of the English language, and an understanding of American morality
and correct social behavior. I have attempted to reproduce the form and feeling of the
notebook in brief in the space below, by combining the phrases from different pages in a
single paragraph, with spelling and sentence structure as they are found in the original
document:

Govern your passions. Govern your passions. Govern your passions. Govern your pa
Learning is more valuable than riches. Learning is more valuable than riches. Learn
Caution is the parent ofsafety. Charity begins at home. Caution is the parent ofsafety
Evil communication corrupts good manners. Evil communication corrupts good man
Fortune favors the brave. Fortune favors the brave. Fortune favors the brave. Fortu
Form no unjust suspicions. Form no unjust suspicions. Form no unjust suspicions. Fo
Diligence and perseverance surmount every obstacle. Diligence and perseverance su
Honor and shame from no condition rise act well. Honor and shame from no conditio
Ignorant people generally affect to know the most. Ignorant people generally affect to
Knowledge is only obtained through constant study. Knowledge is only obtained throu
Mankind in general are too avaricious to be happy. Mankind in general are too avari
Themes of self-control and perseverance stand out here, with words like "govern,"
"caution," "diligence," and "study" standing out. She was also taught here to measure her
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relationships and to seek out news that was useful and productive. These themes are reflected
in her future relationships with friends and neighbors, as described in her diary. Goodness,
charity, self-governance, wisdom-these ideals were absorbed by her adolescent mind, stored
for later use as an adult absorbed into American society. Yet a notable scholar on the history
of pedagogy has asserted, to the contrary, that teaching writing in this era was about
transcription not critical analysis. 275 This is to say, there was no discussion of "what do these
sentences mean to us?" that followed the assignment, as commonplace books such as these
were meant for rote memorization, not for reflection and discourse. And so the deeper
meanings behind the text may have been lost to the girl and to her creole classmates.
Setting the text itself aside, therefore, we must ascertain the lessons imparted solely
by the process of copying words and sentences. It is clear Jourdain was instructed to fill each
line fully with text, no matter how long or short the passage. This subliminal shibboleth also
demonstrates that meaning was not the intended lesson here. Phrases flow into one another,
fading mid-word and mid-sentence at page's end, reforming on the next line at the beginning.
We can infer as well that Jourdain successfully imbibed the message of self-discipline which
the structure of the assignment was meant to impart. Some of her classmates may have been
inclined to enlarge their hand or expand the distance between words to complete the
objective quickly, but in her book each line is filled to the end with a methodical script
similar to one she would use later in her diary. She took pride in it, even though it lacked
individuality, and she cared enough to save it until her death, preserving it for us centuries
later. In time, she would begin a diary similar in form to the penmanship exercises. Its
repetitiveness and lack of personal reflection was intentional, meaningful, and meant to
275

Barbara Finkelstein, Governing the Young: Teacher Behavior in Popular Primary Schools in the Nineteenth
Century United States (London: Fahner Press, 1989).

1 30
provide structure, order, and discipline to her adult life as her school notebook once had to
her adolescence.
All this being said, we must also note that this was more than rote memorization for
students like Jourdain, who were also learning a new spoken language from Ellis. French,
Menominee, and Odawa being indigenous to their tongues, the creole students would have
had to consider each word in a unique way from their Anglo peers, as they copied with their
small fingers. This reminds us of the Eliot Bibles from "praying Indian" towns of the
previous century, which today retain imprints of "many different hands trac[ing] characters
on the printed pages."276 Taken together, language, Christian doctrine, and Anglo-American
mores were intimately bound in the educational experience; as they copied the script,
Madeline and her classmates would have begun to decode not only the language of English,
but also the contours of the burgeoning society at the Bay. Again, this is because they were
learning more than the meaning of the text itself. Recall that the students took their lessons at
the Indian Agency and were exposed to the comings and goings of diverse individuals on a
daily basis there. 277 Children, who observe and absorb by nature, would have come to accept
as "normal" that which their parents still deemed awkward, foreign. The penmanship
exercises, therefore, are just a glimpse into the larger process of adaptation and acculturation,
made possible by Jourdain's proximity to the school, her gender and age, and her own
inclination to conform and perform meticulously. She may have avoided complex
conversations or intellectual debate, but her later diary demonstrates that she learned to take
these new words and phrases and to use them for her own purposes. The skill of writing in
English would, in short, help her to remain.
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A question also remains, however, on whether Ellis's informal education caused the
future Mrs. Williams to feel alienated and ultimately reject the indigenous aspects of her
culture, in order to acclimate to American society. Of course, her innermost thoughts are
hidden from us-even in the pages of her diary-so we will never be entirely certain. Yet we
do know that she was already eleven when she began her education, and she stayed for only
one year before marrying.278 Unlike the indigenous children forcibly separated from their
parents in residential schools half a century later, creole kids at the Bay in the 1820s were
pressured-but not compelled-to assimilate. Ellis taught them proper behavior for school
and life among the Americans, but there is no proof he tried to exert his influence beyond
that threshold, or across the Fox River border into the still sovereign lands of
Anishinaabewaki and the Menominee Nation.279 He simply lacked the means. We therefore
don't know whether Madeline and her sister were forced to alter their dress, cut their hair, or
refrain from speaking their native languages at school, as traumatic accounts by forced
boarding students would later relate. We do know, however, that they slept at home in their
own bed, with siblings who did not attend, and with a mother who "dressed Indian" and
spoke the Menominee language.280
This being a day school, we can also deduce that the girls walked home along the
river every day, chatting perhaps in a mix of French, Menominee, and English as they
strolled between worlds. This is a very different experience from that of the fur trade women
remembered by Van Kirk, who lived far away from family for extended periods to receive
their education. In other words, Jourdain may have later put distance between herself and her
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Metis background in moments when assimilation was necessary, but it is doubtful she ever
forgot or completely rejected her native culture and language entirely. She was learning
instead (as Grignon, Lawe, and her parents had hoped) how to navigate Metis and
Anglo-American society simultaneously. "Code-switching" is the preferred term in our
common era, or "adjusting one's style of speech, appearance, behavior, and expression in
ways that will optimize the comfort of others in exchange for fair treatment, quality service,
and employment opportunities."28 1 This is to say, moving between cultures was necessary and
a skill at which Jourdain was adept but it was not something her people chose to do of their
own volition, as a student in Wisconsin today might take up Spanish or Mandarin. Leaming
English in order to demonstrate to the newcomers that they belonged, that they were
Americans in America, was a matter of survival in this case.
In addition to the lack of enthusiasm for the civilizing mission, another curious
feature of the Williams-Ellis school was its lack of gendered curriculum. The 1820s marked
the elevation of discourse surrounding holy domesticity for females in the English-speaking
world, and with that increasing pressure on women to remove themselves from public society
to achieve the ideals of republican motherhood.282 As Rosemarie Zagarri has described, ideal
women in the early republic were to act not as direct agents, but as "peacemakers and
mediators among men," providing sanctuary and relief in this era of factionalism and social
tumult.283 However, the focus on bravery, self-government, and honor (instead of piety and
purity) in the penmanship exercises tell us that Ellis was probably pulling from a
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commonplace book written specifically for male children. 284 It appears Ellis did not have the
means, nor probably the interest, in differentiating his curriculum to meet the needs of the
separate spheres. If Jourdain had attended school a decade later when the Episcopalian
mission at the Bay had more resources, she would have had a very different experience. In
that facility, girls received an additional curriculum of "house-keeping, sewing & knitting
and . . . spinning & weaving," while the boys learned farming and craft. 285 We must ask
ourselves, therefore, if this masculine education had an influence on Jourdain's later life, as
she worked diligently to become the head of her own household under the American system.
As a youth she had been poised in a liminal decade when English education was available but
informal at the Bay, and when it did not have the rigorous racial and gender classifications it
would have only a few years later. Perhaps Ellis arrived prepared to civilize boys, but the
families sent him, instead, their young women.
Either way, the mission which formed following the dismissal of Williams in 1828
was, for all its progressive, gendered pedagogy, no great success either. By the late 1820s,
there was a more reliable servant of the Episcopalian Church at the Bay, the Reverend
Richard Fish Cadle. Today Cadle is known for his work establishing parishes across
Wisconsin in the 1840s, some of which remain to this day. 286 What is less well known,
however, is that before these successful endeavors he experienced such a great failure
establishing a mission among the Menominee that he lost-at least temporarily- his peace
and physical wellbeing. This was because Cadle, unlike Williams, had a rigid idea of the
conversion process rooted in a belief in his own cultural superiority; unlike Ellis he was also
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committed to seeing it through, but unlike missionaries in the later century he lacked the
ability to do so.
Like most missionaries of his era, Cadle came with a paternalistic view of indigenous
Americans, believing they would be "dazzled by the Christan life, admit to their own
iniquity, and convert," both to the religion and to the trappings of civilization that were
inextricable from it.287 Thus, Cadle never attempted to learn local practices, nor build his own
ties of kinship to Native communities. He remained a "foreigner" and "enemy" in Indian
Country, choosing to communicate instead through local Metis traders, including John Lawe,
Jacques Porlier, and multiple members of the Grignon family.288 We have already established
that these men were interested in bringing American institutions to the Bay, but here we also
see that their ties to indigenous communities gave them additional clout among the
Americans.289 They acted as liaisons and maintained their relevance among the newcomers
by assisting in the process of conversion, but in so doing they prevented Cadle from ever
fully obtaining success.
For example, a number of letters sent by Cadle to Lawe, Porlier, and the Grignons
have been preserved, asking them to persuade the nearby Menominee villages to send their
children to his institution. While the Williams-Ellis school was in theory open to all races and
patronized by local creoles, Cadle's was designed specifically to educate and civilize Indians.
"The principal condition of admission as boarders is that the children be partakers in some
degree of Indian blood," he wrote to the vestry in 1829.290 It's clear from his letters, however,
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that "full-blooded" pupils were what he most desired, because they would bring him the most
prestige once civilized. However, Cadle was operating without the government support later
created for involuntary residential schooling, and so Metis men like Lawe were his link to the
Native villages. He had to use gentle persuasion, therefore, to obtain and retain his students.
"Every indulgence will be showed to them that is consistent with the encouragement of
industry & the maintenance of discipline," he wrote to Lawe in December of 1830. 29 1
"Full-blood" children would also receive free tuition, clothing, and supplies, as this was a
boarding institution. For those parents who wanted to learn more before enrolling, "The
particular rules for the government of the school & family will be cheerfully submitted to all
who may wish to ascertain their nature," Cadle said. This tenderness was also a new
pedagogical tactic being considered by forward-minded educators in the East; gentle
persuasion and kindness were new strategies that some missionaries considered effective. 292
Unlike Williams and Ellis, however, the goal of the kind-hearted Cadle was complete,
unequivocal "civilization." If Lawe and the others would only communicate this friendly
opportunity to the local villages, he believed the Menominee would be rapidly converted.
Full of cheerful optimism, Cadle and his patrons set out to build an elaborate mission
complex that would impress all who came upon it. A far cry from Judge Doty's court
operating out of military shed, in his first year at the Bay Cadle constructed a mission
building "40 ft by 30 ft. 2 stories high, with an attached building of 30 ft. by 18 ft., 1-2
stories high" as well as "a school house of 30 ft. by 20 ft. 1 story high."293 The list of
expenditures sent to the missionary society in New York is vast: $2,000 for carpentry work,
$111 for bricks, $400 for a barn and shed, $30 for desks, $84 for outhouses, $125 for fences
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and gates-by 1833, he had spent nearly $10,000, or about $300,000 in modem American
currency. Yet even before construction was complete, Cadle's reports to his superiors began
to betray a growing frustration. Very few Menominee parents were actually electing to send
their youth to board at the mission, and those that did refused to adhere to the academic
calendar and other clearly laid-out regulations.
This had everything to do with the way Cadle was operating. Eager to build a mission
that perfectly mirrored the best Eastern institutions, he illustrated for John Lawe a picture of
his ideal school with the enthusiasm of any first-year teacher, one naive to the limitations of
real experience:
The school will throughout the year open at 9 o'clock a.m. The morning
exercises will close at half past 12 o'clock until the 1st day of March; the
afternoon exercises will until the 1st day of March begin at half past 1 o'clock
& continue until about 4 o'clock. There will be two examinations in a year;
viz, in Deer. & in June, after which there will be one weeks vacation: the first
examination will be held in June next. The school will not be open on
Christmas day, nor New Years day, nor Ash Wednesday, nor Good Friday, nor
Ascension day, nor Thanksgiving day ... They will be taught the usual
branches of an English education...
This plan, into which he must have put much thought and care, fails to take into account the
seasonal calendar of the Menominee and Anishinaabeg peoples he wished to serve. His
scholars lived in large summer villages near the Bay during the summer and early fall, but in
the cold months smaller family groups moved out into their winter camps, which no doubt
put a damper on December evaluations.294 In spring they congregated for the Sugar Bush,
which again put them at a distance from Cadle and the other teachers he hired. Even in the
summer, male students left frequently on hunting expeditions, where they received an
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entirely different education from their male relatives. Boys were also hesitant to give up
hunting and till the soil, which was an honorable, but female, occupation.295 It is no surprise,
therefore, that few Menominee parents seem to have expressed an interest in Cadle's school,
and those that did only wanted to send their students for short, well-timed periods.
To this request, however, Cadle was unyielding. "It is not wished to receive any
scholar for less time than a quarter," was his response to Lawe, wholly unable to consider
that adapting to the Menominee calendar in small ways might, in the long run, work to his
advantage.296 Cadle was reduced to pleading with Creole leaders to help him find and retain
new recruits. "Dear sir, I have been happy in receiving your note of this day & with it an
accession of a Menominee pupil," he wrote in 1831 to a member of the Grignon clan. "I will
take good care of him, & must solicit you to keep his father in the good disposition towards
this school which he now has." Two years later, he likewise wrote to Lawe, "May I take the
liberty of writing a few lines to you on the subject respecting which I conversed with you a
short time ago; viz, the exertion of your influence to induce the parents of the children now at
the Mission to be satisfied with the continuance of their children at this school after my
departure from it?"297 By 1833 Cadle knew his tenure was coming to an end, but nevertheless
he continued to beg Creole leaders to help him "satisfy" the parents. This turns the narrative
of the Indian boarding school firmly on its head. Without reservations and residential schools
regulated by the American government-far from the influence of parents- imperious
evangelicals like Cadle had little success in acculturating Native students-even when he
approached them with kindness.
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Strapped for "full-blood" pupils, Cadle began to welcome children from mixed-race
families. Yet even the highly adaptable Metis butted heads with Cadle for his
uncompromising position on the school calendar, because their boys were needed seasonally
for trading expeditions. When Louis Grignon inquired about sending his son Pierre to the
school "to remain a short time" before such a venture, for example, Cadle's frustration was
palpable: "May I request the favour, if you still have such wish, of... submitting to you the
rules that have been adopted for the regulation of the school?"298 Adapting any part of his
mission to meet the needs of the wandering locals would be out of the question, akin to
failure. Indeed, aligning the institution to the Anglo-American calendar was as tied to the
civilizing process as the transmission of the English language, the reading of scripture, or the
gendered performance of labor. For all his compassion and charity, Cadle would never
attempt to alter his mission to meet the needs of his students and their families, and he would
instead fail, while gaining the Bay creoles as his enemies.
To be fair, Cadle did not have true freedom in this situation. His superiors in New
York noted his difficulties and put increasing pressure on him to improve his numbers
without lowering his expectations. "The evil complained of is the uncertain hold which the
institution [Cadle's mission] at Green Bay has upon the Indian children," wrote an officer of
the missionary society, "It seems that after children are received, fed, clothed, & partially
instructed, the parents are apt to claim & take them away."299 In other words, Menominee and
Metis parents were taking Cadle up on his offer, but when it came time for a hunt, a religious
ceremony, or the trading season, parents would prioritize their own institutions and make the
Episcopalian Church look downright foolish. "This is a state of things not to be endured, for
298
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by it the labours & expenditure of the Society may be entirely disappointed," the report goes
on to say. To make matters worse, Cadle was also under pressure from the federal
government to make good on his promise to convert the Natives, both to Christianity and to
farming. Cadle's mission was the first at the Bay to receive federal funding from the
"civilization fund," created to impart a sedentary, agricultural lifestyle on the Natives that
would open large swaths of their former hunting grounds to American settlement. 300 In 1833
Cadle complained to George Boyd, Indian agent at the Bay: "When I think of the large
donations of the War Dept. to this establishment, I cannot but regret that so few full-blood
Menominee children have been committed to it."301 One almost feels sorry for the Reverend
here.
But Cadle's warmth and compassion for his savage charges had its limits. We see his
optimism deteriorating in his letters to the creole leaders, as his good cheer became sarcasm,
masking anger. Then, on Christmas Eve in 1833 he finally snapped. On that night he and his
teachers "pulled eleven of the older Indian boys out of bed, stripped them to the waist, and
severely whipped them as punishment for a serious (unnamed) crime," placing them then in
solitary confinement. 302 They also shaved the boys' heads, which was "a disgrace to the
Indian not to be forgiven," in the words of one trader. Although we do not know what exactly
the crime was that led to such a reaction, by tracing Cadle's growing frustration in his letters
we can surmise that it was the culminating event in a long, smouldering clash of cultures, a
refusal to submit to Cadle's brand of "civilization."303
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The small community was tom into factions by this incident. Cadle justified what he
had done in a brief statement to the local press (that is, to Albert Ellis, who after teaching
started the first newspaper in the county). Twenty Anglo-American community leaders also
rallied behind him publicly. "We the undersigned of Green Bay and its vicinity... take
pleasure in stating our entire approval of his conduct," reads their statement. 304 These
individuals, including prominent military officers at Fort Howard, the Indian Agent George
Boyd, and Ellis, were sympathetic to the "zeal and unremitting labor with which Mr. Cadle
has at all times during the term of his agency in this establishment discharged his arduous
and irksome duties." Managing disobedient children without parental support can be irksome
indeed. Yet no prominent creoles, nor indeed any men with French surnames, nor even any
Anglos with intimate experience among the local people (such as the traders Ebenezer Childs
or Daniel Whitney) signed their names to this petition. John Lawe, Joseph Jourdain, and the
other original inhabitants we have already encountered certainly did not agree that such harsh
measures were necessary. The line had been drawn, therefore, not between races or even
places of origin, but between those who favored effective "ethnocide" and those who would
allow for the cohabitation of conflicting cultures on the land-the petuation of the "Middle
Ground," we could say.
We can look toward Menominee and Anishinaabeg practices in order to explain this
divide. Child rearing in Algonquin societies does not traditionally include "will breaking,"
but prefers to teach through observation and experience. 305 Later parents whose Native
304
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children were taken to distant residential schools without their consent would have had little
power to prevent teachers from using such violent methods. These Menominee and Metis
families in the 1830s, however, still had the ultimate say over the extent of their children's
education. They preferred the old Williams-Ellis method, informal and a bit haphazard,
which taught through rote memorization rather than introspective analysis and gave access to
education only for those who elected to participate, for the duration of their choice. Having
experienced Cadle's alternative-of systematic cultural genocide cloaked in christian charity
-most parents immediately and permanently removed their students from his institution.
They would not be induced to return even after Cadle had left it. 306
Thus, we see that the Metis community in the 1830s, as well as the Menominee,
retained enough power and influence in the Bay community to not only question Cadle and
shutter his mission, but also to force a reckoning in the American justice system. Following
the debacle, the head and representative of the creole community, who was now also a chief
representative of the Americans among the Menominee, brought formal charges against the
mission. Probably Louis Grignon never intended to "win" the case, but he did use this new
institution to publicly humiliate the man. A letter exists, written by Cadle to his attorney
Henry Baird, whereby he lists point by point the ways that Grignon mocked and disregarded
the authority of the American legal process (in his perspective) in his efforts to humiliate the
missionary. Grignon "kept the minutes in French" against regulation and acted as prosecutor
rather than plaintiff, refusing to "allow the defendants [Cadle and his teachers] to shew [sic]
the fault of the complaints."307 In other words, Grignon would not allow for formal testimony
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that the children had deserved such treatment, molding instead the ritual of American justice
to fit his own local expectations.
Grignon lost the case, but he garnered advantages for his family and community in
other meaningful ways. This man who had always been receptive to American government
and industry, who had advocated with John Lawe to establish churches and schools from the
earliest days of American occupation, now demonstrated that there was a limit to his people's
cheerful assimilation. Opportunities to gain fluency in American culture and religion were
most welcome, among both his own people and their more traditional relatives, but violent,
coercive acculturation would not be permitted. More than fifty years had passed since the
United States government first laid claim to this region. Louis Grignon did not have the
wealth and prestige his father and grandfather once did, but the extended family network
the Grignons, Lawes, Jourdains, and dozens of other Metis families referenced in Jourdain's
later diary-could still demonstrate that they were powerful enough to trouble the process of
colonization. By 1840 the school would cease to exist, and by the end of the century its
imposing edifice was nothing but a ruin [Figure 17].
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Figure 17. Exterior of the Cadle Mission, ca. 1900. Photograph. Green Bay: Wisconsin
Historical Society. https://www.wisconsinhistory.org/Records/Image/IM31499 (accessed
February 17, 2021).
The failure of the Cadle mission speaks to the continued influence of Menominee and
Metis cultural expectations up to the 1840s. The Williams-Ellis school that preceded it was
informal, ungendered, and did not attempt to recruit and civilize "full-blooded" students.
Cadle's well-funded, systematized institution, however, was also unable to dominate, as he
depended upon Creole intermediaries to advocate for his project among the indigenous
residents.

To conclude, in 1834 when Cadle v. Grignon took place, Madeline Jourdain had been
out of school for more than a decade; now she was a married mother who went by the
English name Mary. In that year she began a diary that, upon first glance, seems nothing
more than a domestic record written by an American farm wife, distant from the tumults of
colonial subjugation. By considering her journals in context, however, we now see that when
she began to write, her community was still actively participating in debates about
Americanization, adapting and adopting but also shaping American institutions in their own
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ways. By 1834, in other words, they had two decades of experience in this new system and
had experienced tremendous change, but they also taught lessons of their own to the
Americans, about the limits of acculturation.
But this year also marked the beginning of public land sales, and shortly the
community would be part of the new Wisconsin Territory. Its total white population (which
now included the region's creoles) had risen from 1,444 in 1820 to 3,635 in 1830, but by
1840 would mushroom to 30,945 and ten years later to 305,391.308 It would be increasingly
difficult, therefore, for them to avoid the settler-colonial model of "replacement" through
forced assimilation or removal taking place across the nation.309 Their contribution to
population numbers as white citizens was no longer in high demand, and their "full blood"
relatives were taking up valuable real estate. Madeline Jourdain, however, would survive this
period of rapid settlement and remain in what was now Wisconsin, the anglicized word for "a
good place to live" in the Menominee language. She accomplished this by putting her
English education to work and by adapting her public identity multiple times, a feat made
possible by her marriage to a man who, though unstable himself, had powerful friends.3 1 0

Becoming Mrs. Williams
On a frozen night in March, 1823, Albert Ellis consented to take Eleazar Williams for
a drive along the Fox River. The two men "dropped in" for an unplanned visit at the Jourdain
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cottage, for what he expected to be a typical night of socializing.3 11 The first sign for Ellis
that something premeditated was afoot, however, is that the "old lady"-Marguerite Gravelle
- greeted them at the door "with more than usual cordiality," and she ushered Williams into
a back room where her husband Joseph Jourdain was waiting. Curious, Ellis remembered that
the eldest son William was then sent out across the frozen river to bring back local
trader-turned-American justice, Jacques Porlier. When Porlier came in, there was some
confusion in French which Ellis did not understand, but he remembered that "in three
minutes" the document was finalized, legally binding Madeline Jourdain to Eleazar Williams
in perpetuity. There was no church ceremony, no gathering of friends and relatives to mark
the occasion. Yet unlike the marriages a lafa<;on du pays (which would shortly be censured
by James Doty, as we learned in Chapter 2), it was a civil union considered binding by both
the creoles, who had performed it, and the Americans, who had given them the legal
authority.
Why exactly this marriage took place and in such a hurried fashion will always be
somewhat of a mystery. If Ellis is to be believed, "This was not the first essay [sic] of
Williams for a wife among the fair damsels of Green Bay." By Ellis's account, Williams had
only wed the Jourdain girl after the daughter of Louis Grignon had rejected him. Grignon
was a girl of "great personal charms, good education in the French language... and
irreproachable manners and character." By contrast, Jourdain was "fair, with a pleasing
comportment," but she had a tarnished reputation. Ellis, her teacher, claimed that this eager
student had already accepted Williams's "pretense" to give him private lessons in French in
his room after school regularly. Ellis is clearly insinuating that the wedding took place
because the girl's virtue had been taken.
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Whether Ellis's account is true, or just an attempt to further degrade the character of
his late rival, some scandal does appear to have been involved before the brief ceremony. It
was rumored that Jourdain was at that time engaged to "a young Frenchman whose poverty
did not commend him," and so the union took the young girl entirely by surprise. 3 12 Local
legend is that her sister told Madeline only that morning that she didn't have to go to school
because "in the evening she was to be married to Priest Williams." 3 1 3 The teen was "bartered
away by her parents, according to the custom of the time and country," recalls a later work of
local history. The "little bride" was "not a willing party to the contract," asserts another. 3 1 4
Whatever the reason for these speedy nuptials, the event demonstrates just how little power
girls like Madeline had over the course of their own lives and their own bodies. Eleazar
Williams closed the school permanently following the union and moved his bride into the
room he rented at the Indian Agency-where Ellis was holding his classes. Overnight her
classroom had become her marriage bed. Williams was in his thirties and Madeline about
thirteen.
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Figure 18. Elizabeth Baird and Family, (photo) late nineteenth century, Wisconsin
Historical Society image WHi-3499, in "Wisconsin Biographies," PBS Wisconsin
Education, accessed February 27, 2021, https://pbswisconsineducation.org/biographies/
baird.html.
Elizabeth Baird (seated right) and Madeline Jourdain both married in their early teens and
recorded memories of a difficult transition to married life. Unlike Jourdain, however, Baird
would go on to have a happy marriage. Though her first years at the Bay were lonely, Baird
constructed for herself a wide social network that included both Metis like herself and
Americans This was made possible by her husband's successful career as the first lawyer in
Wisconsin, but also by her own vivacity and sociable character. She is seated here in her
later years (far right), with four generations of her family.

Jourdain was by no means the first Metis girl given to a newcomer by her parents, at
an age that seems appalling to us today. The French-Odawa Elizabeth Baird, whom we left in
the last chapter at her kitchen table with "two Indian murderers," for example, was also wed
at age fourteen to the Irishman Henry Baird, while she was a student boarding at Fort
Mackinac in 1824. Fluent in French and Anishinaabeg, Mrs. Baird taught herself her
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husband's language during the lonely first years of her marriage, gaining fluency and a
literary flair that Mrs. Williams never did. She later published her memoirs with the
Wisconsin Historical Society, the sole source of its kind that proffers a Metis woman's
perspective on the "early days" in Wisconsin.3 15 However, Baird's characteristic eloquence
about the female experience is not on display in its opening lines, which simply state: "Upon
August 12, 1824, I was married at our home on Mackinac Island to Henry S. Baird, and the
following month we left for Green Bay, upon the schooner Jackson." We are left to wonder
how she felt about her marriage to the twenty-four year old Baird, who planned to take her
somewhere where she had no friends or family [Figure 18]. In both cases, the weddings were
arranged between creole families and foreign men, with the girls having very little to say
about it.
Exogamous marriage for adolescent girls had long been common in Metis society, as
we already discussed in Chapter 2. In the fur trade system, marriage to a European brought
wealth and prestige to the girl's extended family and gave the man entry into a kin network
that was necessary for economic interaction.3 1 6 This led to a demand for brides, particularly
those of mixed race who could perform well in both indigenous and Euro-American society.
As one British Captain wrote around this time, "The girls at the forts, particularly the
daughters of Canadians, are given in marriage very young; they are very frequently wives at
twelve years of age, and mothers at fourteen." This demonstrates that they were valuable
commodities indeed; with fairer skin and a "civilized" skill set, they were desirable but
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"much better able to cope with the not inconsiderable rigors of life at a fur-trade post than a
white woman would have been." Their parents, eager to build bridges of kinship that
stabilized their positions in a rapidly changing society, facilitated matches that they hoped
would lead to better lives not only for their daughters, but for their entire extended families.
The sons-in-law who would grow to wealth and status (it was hoped), would provide for
them all and advocate among the Americans for their continued belonging.
Even as late as the 1820s, marriage to a girl with indigenous relations had advantages
for men looking to establish themselves in the West. Madeline Jourdain, for example,
brought an important asset into the marriage, which she possessed thanks to her Native
family network. The home that Eleazar and Madeline Williams built and lived in for the first
years of their marriage was located about ten miles upriver from the Bay Settlement, on
4,800 acres of verdant farmland that had been Madelline's dowry. There, fish and wild rice
could be found in abundance, and access to town and market was a simple canoe ride away.
In addition to its large size and river access, this land was strategically located midway along
the Fox River, between the Bay to the north and the many small settlements on Winnebago
Lake to the south. It was also in a prime location for development not yet overrun by
American speculators, because it was still legally Menominee territory [Figure 19].
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Figure 19. "Menominee Treaty Lands," in Wisconsin s Past and Present: A Historical Atlas
(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2002).
The Williams claim was located on the western bank of the Fox River, about midway
between Lake Winnebago and the Bay. Until the 1850s when they were removed to a
reservation (also pictured on this map), many Menominee lived seasonally along the banks
of the lake. This made the Williams home an ideal stopping point for travelers heading to
and from the Bay.
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Figure 20. 183 7 Map of Green Bay, Fort Howard, Wisconsin Territory (detail), La Baye
Historical Research Archive, accessed February 28, 2021, www.labaye.org.
The Williams claim was directly across the river from the "Petite Kaukalau" or "Little
Rapids" settlement as it was later known, in the center of the map. Note the continued
existence of Creole ribbon lot claims to the north, recognized in 1821 by the Lee
Commission. Anglo communities at Navarino (where the Jourdain parents lived), Green Bay,
Menominieville (Shantytown), and De Pere were all steadily increasing in population, but
until 1836 this would mostly be contained to the "American" side of the river. The vast blank
space was, of course, not vacant but recognized as unpurchased Indian Territory. Until the
early 1850s, the Menominee would be based out of "Butte des Morts" just upriver from
"Grand Kaukalau" [Kaukauna] in the bottom left comer of the map.
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Local histories written a generation later report that the generous parcel had been
granted to Madeline by her Menominee relatives on the occasion of her marriage. 3 17 Who
these people were and why they gave her so much land remains a mystery (the Menominee
did not traditionally view land as private property to be exchanged in such a manner). One
scholar has postulated that this was a strategy for keeping the land at least peripherally in
Menominee hands, as encroachment on their territory increased. 3 1 8 This also means, however,
that the Williams claim did not have legal status in the eyes of the Americans when they were
married in 1823. After the Treaty of the Cedars in 1836, when the Menominee forfeited four
million acres of land for seventeen cents an acre, the claim passed the frontier line into
American territory, becoming all the more vulnerable to speculation [Figure 20] . 3 1 9 Eleazar
Williams fought for many years to obtain the land's legal title, not to save it but to sell it to
fund his travels in the East. According to his biographer, he was finally successful in 1844,
and the Massachusetts merchant Amos Lawrence bought up Madeline's dowry. Lawrence,
who purchased a great deal of property along the Fox-Wisconsin corridor, did not visit the
territory personally but sold it again to new settlers at a marked up price, a common trend in
the period. 320 The town of Lawrence today stands on this property, the hunting, fishing,
ricing, and farming land lost to the Menominee and to the Jourdain family.
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Duaime, "Early History of Lawrence," The De Pere Journal Democrat, February 14, 1924, posted on the
Wisconsin Historical Society Web Page, "Wisconsin Local History and Biography Articles," accessed March 2,
2021, https://www.wisconsinhistory.org/Records/Newspaper/BA8742.
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Figure 21. Survey, Brown and Outagamie Counties (detail), 101772, John Bannister
(Surveyor), December 1, 1843, Bureau of Land Management, U.S. Department of the Interior,
accessed February 27, 2021, https://glorecords.blm.gov/.
In this image we see only a portion of the 4,800 acre Williams Grant, which was adjacent to
the Oneida Reservation. The tract was legally on Menominee lands, until these were
purchased by the United States in the 1836 Treaty of the Cedars. Eleazar Williams then sold
the majority of the property to speculator Amos Lawrence, in the 1840s, around the time he
also secured the deed for the farm in the American system. Note the location of the "Sugar
Camp," which would remain a place of Metis community until the twentieth century.
Yet Amos Lawrence's ownership and sale of the land is not the end of the story, as
Oberg paints it to be. It is clear from the diaries that Williams retained a small portion of her
holding and paid its taxes accordingly, passing it on to heirs of her choosing in the 1880s. 32 1
We cannot even be certain that she did not agree with her husband about the sale of the rest
32 1

Mary (Mrs. Eleazar) Williams Diaries, December 18, 1866, Box 5, Folder 6, Eleazar Williams Papers
1634-1964, Wisconsin Historical Society and Neville Public Museum Collections, University of Wisconsin
Green Bay Archives and Area Research Center. Henceforth Mary Williams Diaries, date, Green Bay ARC.
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of the property. Whether she did or not, the vast "Williams Grant" as it was known [Figure
21] was greatly reduced by the sale to Amos Lawrence (to approximately 0.4% of the
original property). If this pattern applies on a larger scale, we see that people of indigenous
heritage were sometimes able to retain minute portions of their ancestral lands in the face of
overwhelming change. As their collective holdings were surveyed, divided, and sold, they
nevertheless remained, in time becoming surrounded by and incorporated into the white
community. More research must be conducted to determine if pattern holds on a larger scale,
however we do know that in Madeline Williams's case the little parcel that remained was
home to a Metis family for nearly a century after the Menominee ceded the land.
All this being said, for the first few years of their marriage, Mrs. Williams was rarely
home anyway, as she traveled with her husband on his ill-fated forays to the East. This
included trips to both New York City and Washington, where he attempted to gamer financial
support for his dubious missionary activities and to insert himself into additional Indian
treaties.322 Though his mission school at the Bay had closed in 1823 when they were married,
he did not formally lose his position with the church until 1828 and was still therefore on the
lookout at this time for new opportunities. For this reason, in 1826 the couple traveled to
New York to meet Eleazar's patron in person. Williams's reputation had been in decline for
some time by that point, and so probably to curry favor he asked that Bishop Hobart baptise
his new wife as an Episcopalian. The nominally Catholic Madeline Jourdain had become
Madeline Williams in 1823, but from this point forward she would bear the title Mrs. Mary

Hobart Williams. She took on the Bishop's own name in order to demonstrate her husband's
loyalty.

322
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This bit of theater did little in the long run, however, to assist them financially. At one
point, Eleazar was reduced to begging for funds from Bishop Hobart, not as himself but in
the voice of his young wife, in an "act of ventriloquism" that spoke to their desperation.
(According to his biographer, the letter signed "Magdalene W." is clearly in his
handwriting. 323 ) So, on the one hand, Madeline Jourdain-turned-Mary Hobart Williams was
an innocent girl married against her will to a swindler, who now found herself ashamed and
in itinerant poverty. She was forced to part first with her education, then with her friends and
family, and finally with her own name. Her husband literally renamed her, in order to line his
pockets, when she was just sixteen. Moreover, in the American system where laws of
couverture still held, her property and even her own body became her husband's on that
winter night when she was legally married. 324 She gave birth to their first child, a boy named
John Lawe Williams, also when she was sixteen, but her husband separated them for long
periods during their wanderings, leaving them with different acquaintances in New York, for
an unknown reason. A few years later, reunited with her son, she buried their eighteen-month
old daughter Margaret Anne in the Oneida Cemetery near Green Bay while Eleazar was
again traveling. This traumatic event in particular still caused her grief many years later,
according to her husband's letters. Oberg suggests that the death of the child caused her to
"lose her faith," and indeed, there are very few entries that pertain to religion in her later
diaries. 325 If we consider her only in conjunction with her husband, as historians have up to
this point, hers is a very sorry tale indeed.
Yet on the other hand, Mrs. Williams's diaries make no mention of any of these
agonizing events. She appears as anything but a victim in them, but rather as an assertive
Oberg, Professional Indian, 132.
Murphy, Great Lakes Creoles, 155.
325
Oberg, Professional Indian, 111, 161
323
324
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woman who lived a long, full life independent of her spouse and his tragicomic stratagems.
Six decades of labor, family, and life on her farm at the Little Rapids would unfold after this
moment of metamorphosis with Bishop Hobart in 1826. And the name change, though likely
not of her own choosing, also had its advantages. Becoming Mrs. Mary Hobart Williams did
not, after all, mean she was no longer also Madeline to her friends. She did not have to forget
how to speak French or Menominee in order to gain this moniker which would help her make
her way as an American. As Susan Sleeper-Smith has demonstrated, "Invisibility was part of
a conscious strategy," for women living on the margins of white society in this period.326 Her
new name was, therefore, a cloak she could put on or take off, when necessary, in order to
gain power or fit in.
What did it mean to become Mrs. Mary Hobart Williams? "Mrs." indicated to all that
she was a respectable married woman under the protection of a man and his family, working
her land not as a single woman, but as a "deputy husband" in his absence.327 The new prenom
"Mary" implied that she was an English speaker, a person who belonged in American
society. "Hobart" demonstrated that she had a powerful patron, someone well known at the
Bay for his contributions to the community. Moreover, her protector was Protestant, which
gave her another layer of protection as Nativist hysteria took hold in the country.328 When she
practiced a religion from this point forward, it would be by "going to meeting" rather than
attending mass. To solidify this change, "Williams" was an ancient New England name,
linked by marriage to the Mathers, Stoddards, and other families from the Puritan gentry. In
other words, though her husband had proven himself a swindler and the first years of their
marriage were steeped in misery, the name he gave her was key to her continuity. When and
Sleeper-Smith, Indian Women and French Men, 111.
Cleeves, Charity and Sylvia, 60-61. Cott, The Bonds of Womanhood, 15.
328
Sleeper-Smith, Indian Women and French Men, 110, 112.
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if anyone called her out for being an Indian, she could use her name to point to herself as a
respectable, married, hard-working, English-speaking, protestant woman from an old family.

Conclusion
So, to return to our central question, how did Madeline Jourdain remain stable and
solvent up to this point, as so many things were changing in her community? First, her
education with Albert Ellis and a childhood among the newcomers gave her the skills
required to navigate American society, but it did not separate her from her family or
systematically coerce her into assimilating. She learned to "code-switch" and perform in both
contexts instead, a skill that is both valuable and taxing. Next, she continued to be a member
of an important Creole community that knew how to use the American legal system to its
advantage. Making way for United States culture and democracy was unavoidable they knew,
but relinquishing their independence entirely they resisted, as the Cadle case demonstrates.
Then, though wed at a tender age to a fraudulent preacher, she obtained a new and powerful
name that could help her demonstrate her belonging. At the same time, her indigenous
relatives granted her a large and valuable parcel of land, though most of this was later lost to
speculation. What is important to note is that, at least in the 1820s and 1830s, her indigenous
and Metis ties were as central to her survival as her new, American connections. Both were
tools used strategically.
By 1834 when she began her first diary, Williams was almost unidentifiable to
American newcomers as a woman of indigenous heritage. She was "invisible" as an Indian,
but that does not mean she had relinquished her indigeneity. As I asserted in chapter one,
adapting and shapeshifting to overcome life's challenges was and is a celebrated skill in
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Algonquian societies. 329 Nanabozho (Manabozho or Manabush in Menominee), for example,
has been a culture hero for millennia in Algonquin culture [Figure 22]. 330 He was and is a
wanderer, a fool, a savior, a menace-a contradictory figure who represents "the source and
impersonation of life in all sentient things." The Algonquin creation myth involves
Nanabozho shape-shifting into a tree stump, a woman, and a wolf in order to save a friend
from underwater spirits. His journey, however, causes the world's end, but Nanabozho
recreates it again using a particle of earth brought to him from an animal accomplice. He is,
in other words, neither good nor evil; like life, he is both generative and destructive. Indeed,
anthropologists have recorded his association with both Christ and the Devil after Christian
contact. He is the one who taught the people how to use axes, arrows, traps, and nets. He
embodies the cardinal virtue of survival through new skills and ways of being.
By this worldview, Madeline/Mary was a woman with powerful spiritual energy
because of the way she took on new technologies, adapting them to herself and herself to the
changing territory. This is opposite of the inflexible Cadle bound by his rigid cultural
superiority. Unable to embrace change, his health deteriorated and his efforts ended in
failure. By contrast, Madeline Jourdain held fast to her kin network and her claim to the land
through her indigenous relatives, but she also embraced English literacy and American
marriage, altering them to fit her needs. In the next chapter we will explore this pattern of
qualified adaptation further, using her two diaries. We shall see that the coming decades
brought new and more intense challenges to Mrs. Williams, including the pressures of racist
ideology, Indian Removal policy, patriarchy, and the immigration of non-English speakers
into the Wisconsin Territory. With her characteristic discernment and perspicacity, Williams
329

Witgen, Infinity ofNations, 13, 19.
Ron Messer, "Following the Wandering Hero: The Algonkian Story of Creation," Anthropological
Notebooks 23, no. 2 (2017): 54-56.
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-like Nanabozho-would continue to make use of American systems, to alter her labor and
expand her social network as a protective blanket, putting her resources to work in new and
unforeseen ways without forgetting her point of origin.

Figure 22. Pictogram of Nanabozho on Mazinaw Rock, Bon Echo Provincial Park, Ontario,
photo by D Gordon E. Robertson, 29 September 2010, Wiki Commons, Wikimedia.org.
Indigenous cultures across North America share stories of a trickster god or folk hero, who
metamorphoses in order to avoid danger. Neither good nor evil, the Anishinaabeg
Nanabozho (Manabozho or Manabush in Menominee) is credited with both destroying the
world and rebuilding it. He brings the people new technologies, so they can bear the
machinations of each age. Hearing these stories can help us to remember that adapting to
difficult new circumstances, while painful and altering to the self, was and is a prized skill
in Algonquin tradition.
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Part II: The Mary Williams Diaries
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Chapter 4 : Writing for Survival
At last we can tum to the diaries of Mary Hobart Williams, as we will call her from
now on, which we first encountered in the introductory chapter of this project. There, I
described how these dry and domestic documents-"sparse" reading in the words of one
historian-have remained unconsidered in the archive for more than a century.33 1 This is
because others have examined her story only in relation to her husband, a man who had little
to do with her life by the time her first diary began in 1834. In contrast, this work treats
Eleazar as a peripheral character and places Mary into her full historical context, bringing
into focus a much more compelling narrative. In Chapter 1 we explored the ethnogenesis of
her people, the Great Lakes Metis at the Bay. Next, we traced the way her kingroup
navigated the pressures of early American military occupation and the establishment of civil
government after the War of 1812. Finally, in the last chapter we saw how selective
education, the manipulation of the American legal system, and also intermarriage with
outsiders allowed some Metis to retain positions of influence within American society.
Knowing this background, we can safely conclude that Mary Williams was more than
the mixed-blood bride of Eleazar, as she has been remembered in history.332 She was part of a
multiethnic network of individuals who were nominally Odawa, French, Menominee, British,
and other ethnicities, united together as families as a product of the trade. With the coming of
the Americans, they had to strategize and adapt moment by moment, unaware of the future or
what Wisconsin would one day be. Their presence on the land demonstrates, first, that

33 1Michael

Leroy Oberg, Professional Indian: The American Odyssey ofEleazar Williams (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2015), 149.
332 Geoffrey E. Buerger, "Eleazar Williams: Elitism and Multiple Identity on Two Frontiers," in Being and
Becoming Indian: Biographical Studies ofNorth American Frontiers, ed. James A. Clifton (Prospect Heights,
Ill.: Waveland Press, 1989), 130. Deborah Beaumont Martin, History ofBrown County, Wisconsin: Past and
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Euro-American and Native American societies were intertwined at the point of United States
occupation and in the process of creating something new. Separation between "civilized" and
"primitive," ''white" and "Indian" was a strategic policy central to American state formation,
rather than a natural reality. Second, for those people of mixed ancestry like Williams who
defied easy classification, whiteness (and with it, citizenship) could be put on like a garment
through correct social behavior. This we will explore in more depth in the following chapters.
We shall see that, by keeping a diary to control and organize her life (Chapter 4), by adapting
her labor to meet the demands of a changing economy (Chapter 5), and by altering her social
network to incorporate helpful newcomers (Chapter 6), Williams will be able to remain on
the land and to live a long and productive in Wisconsin.
Yet before we begin, I must warn that we should not succumb to the same tromp de
l 'oeil that gatekeepers like Judge Doty did, by assuming her ''whiteness" was complete,
concrete reality. Speaking and writing in English, selling her wool in town, trading cattle
with the neighbor men-these were adaptive behaviors that allowed her to survive and thrive
in American society, but they were also personal choices that gave Williams pride and a
sense of identity. In other words, choosing to be a dairy farmer on non-tribal lands did not
make her a failed Indian. As Philip Deloria reminds us, indigeneity is not ahistorical; there is
no ideal, pre-contact archetype that people like Mary Williams fail to attain. 333 The
Menominee had never been a single, centralized society with a timeless way of being, until
the treaty process made them appear that way. Mary's own Metis background can attest to
this. Like Nanabozho, the Menominee had always embraced new identities and new
technologies, and with them the spiritual power of metamorphosis. This flexibility, contrary
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to European ideals of stability and uniformity, has allowed for their continued existence on
the land for thousands of years. 334
And so, we cannot confine ourselves to the same question that plagued men like
Doty: but is she an Indian ? This mindset is rooted in the concept of race, a social and
historical construct, rather than the norms of indigenous American society. We know she
was born on the Fox River before American sovereignty; we know she was part of a Metis
kin network born of the fur trade; we know her mother spoke an indigenous language at
home; and we know that after the Civil War her family was still celebrating spring with the
maple sugar harvest and collecting wild rice in the few remaining tributaries. Our time with
the diaries is, therefore, better spent observing her life as she lived it, rather than looking for
"clues" that she was secretly still an Indian. Her standpoint, in her own words, demonstrates
how some people of mixed race were able to put on the protective mantle of whiteness in
order to survive in American society, while retaining elements of indigenous culture
privately. Mary Williams was both white and Native, a settler and indigenous, an outsider
and a citizen. This is what makes her story valuable to modem historical research; it adds
depth to our understanding of indigeneity as a concept, and to the overlapping interactions
between diverse societies in the early American West.

Form and Purpose
Historians from the nineteenth century to the present have seen Mary Williams as an
accessory to men: the "Franco-Menominee half blood" wed to Eleazar Williams, the
334
Mike Hoffman and Ray Reser, "Menominee Place Names," interview 19 September, 2013, Wisconsin Public
Radio. Mike Hoffman is one of the few living speakers of the Menominee language. He has worked extensively
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landscape now called Wisconsin. See also Mike Hoffman, "Menominee Place Names in Wisconsin,"
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"daughter of a local French merchant" with a "large tract of land" who was given away at the
tender age of thirteen.33 5 Those who have approached her from this perspective have not been
able to make sense of the diaries, nor see their value, because from her mid-twenties until her
death, Mary Williams in fact had very little to do with her husband. Her personal account is
instead a record of the economic and social assets she possessed and the way she managed
these in her husband's absence. By allowing his story to fade into the background, we can
therefore approach her life from her own unique standpoint, trusting her words on the page as
the starting point for our exploration of Metis resilience in the early days of settler
colonization.336 In so doing a new picture emerges, not of a victimized girl, but of a
multicultural woman adept at fortifying herself against the "political economy of plunder"
which marked the period.337
The first volume in the archive records the years 1834 to 1839, when Williams was in
her twenties [Figure 23] , and the second the years 1866 to 1869 and then 1873 to 1878, when
she was in her fifties and sixties. The diaries were written in English for no other reason than
she never learned to write in French. The gaps in the record are unfortunate, but they also
allow us to compare and contrast her experience in two very different periods of American
history. The first takes place during the initial large-scale migration from the Eastern United
States, which put indigenous inhabitants in the minority for the first time and prompted

Oberg, Professional Indian, 149. Laurence M. Hauptman and L. Gordon McLester III, ChiefDaniel Bread
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33 6 For more on Standpoint Theory, see Sandra Harding, "Borderlands Epistemologies," in Is Science
Multicultural? Postcolonialisms, Feminisms, and Epistemologies (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
1998). Patricia Hill Collins, Towards an Afrocentric Feminist Epistemology (Philadelphia: Routledge, 1990).
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large-scale alteration of the landscape.338 Moreover, the 1830s marked the beginning of
Jacksonian efforts to remove all indigenous people East of the Mississippi, a movement that
disrupted thousands of lives yet was never fully completed.339

Figure 23. Front and back cover of Mary Williams's first diary, Mary (Mrs. Eleazar)
Williams Diaries, Diary 1, Box 5, Folder 6, Eleazar Williams Papers 1634-1964, Wisconsin
Historical Society and Neville Public Museum Collections, University of Wisconsin Green
Bay Archives and Area Research Center. Photo by the author.
Note the contrast between this volume and that of the second diary (Figure 2). This one is
hand-bound in what appears to be deerskin, not commercially made like the second. Thus,
the physical diary itself also speaks to the economic changes which would take place
between Williams's early adulthood (1834-1839) and her later years (1866-1869,
1873-1878).
338
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By contrast, the second diary was created decades later, after the Civil War, during
large-scale migrations not only from the East, but also Northem European countries such as
Germany, the Netherlands, and Norway. In the first diary, Wisconsin did not yet exist and
indigenous sovereignty coexisted with the American state. By the second, Wisconsin was an
unquestionable entity and Native peoples pushed to the margin-or forced to pass as white
and American. The unrecorded years in between these two volumes included many events
that were foundational to the nation, but Williams at no point references them and, in fact, in
both diaries the entries are remarkably similar despite the fact that their historical context was
very different.
Letting the diaries speak for themselves, however, is no easy task. Again, these are
not lyrical or introspective texts that engage us with personal reflections. Take, for example,
the first page of the first diary, which begins in medias res in August of 1834, indicating that
it is likely there were other volumes not preserved for us in the archive:
11. Mr. Williams went down to G.B. [Green Bay] and return the 13
15. Mrs and Mr. Grignon and Mr. Hamilton went up to big Kaukalin [Kaukauna]
17. Sunday it rain
18. Mary Boisvare came here to stay with us
18. Mr. Williams went down to G.B.
18. Strange gentlemen call here for drink of water
18. Mr. McCarty began to mow at Little K.
20. Joseph Picket and B.P. [Grignon] came to mow
19. Mr and Mrs Reed quarral and parted
20. Mr Williams return from G.B. and brought one barrel of pork and a bag of flour
and some whiskey
21. Mr and Mrs Grignon returned home from big Ka-calin
23. Mr. Dickinson went up to river
22. John Williams went out Duck Creek340

340
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First, we must acknowledge that her writing is no joy to read in and of itself. Words
are misspelled, verbs go unconjugated, and prepositions are misplaced. Her tone is also
formal and stiff, with no emotional quality. Consider, for example, the way she calls her
husband "Mr. Williams" and her son "John Williams." She also notes the travelers who "go
down" and "go up" the river, but without any explanation as to why. Are they people of
importance? She tantalizes us with little hints of something more interesting, such as the
"strange gentlemen" who call or the quarrel between Mr. and Mrs. Reed, but ultimately we
are left unsatisfied. Personal documents by non-elite women of color in borderlands regions
are incredibly rare, however, so though this is not a book meant to impress or dazzle with
literary flair, it is an invaluable primary source nevertheless. We must simply look with a
different lens, if we are to glean something from this text.
The lack of descriptive detail, I believe, is intentional due to her audience and
purpose. These are texts created not for posterity, nor to impress her peers, nor to engage in
psychological reflection. They are for her own personal and practical reference, to be used in
daily life. In other words, Mary Williams was concerned with keeping track of her world and
its many moving pieces, not with entertaining readers with tales of old Wisconsin, as
Elizabeth Baird's "Reminiscences" and the many other published memoirs I consulted in
previous chapters sought to accomplish.341 So entries are short, backdated, reference other
entries, are crossed out, rewritten, or abbreviated. Who owes whom for hay and butter is
Elizabeth T. Baird, "Reminiscences of Life in Territorial Wisconsin" Wisconsin Historical Collections, Vol.
XV (Madison, Wis. : Democrat, 1 900). Henry S. Baird, "Recollections of the Early History of Northern
Wisconsin," in Report and Collections of the State Historical Society of Wisconsin for the Years 1857 and 1858
(Madison: Ross, 1 859). Ebenezer Childs, "Recollections of Wisconsin Since 1 820," in Wisconsin Historical
Collections, vol. 4 (Madison, Wis.: James Ross, State Printer, 1 859). Albert G. Ellis, "Fifty-Four Years'
Recollections of Men and Events in Wisconsin," in Wisconsin Historical Collections, vol. 3 (Madison: State
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jotted on the cover in a hurried hand, and forgotten details at times crowd the margin. We
must acknowledge that her spelling, grammar, and punctuation are in fact impressive as she
only attended school for one year. Yet there are errors on every page, and they do not
improve much with time, because she was the only one who needed to decode it.
So, if these diaries had no literary or public pretense, what were they? We cannot
classify them as ledgers either (like Martha Ballard's more famous diary), since financial
entries are haphazardly recorded. 342 Nor is it an agenda book or a diurnal record, as many of
her days go unnoted. Not meant to be comprehensive of her life, she lists only what she feels
is important to record for her own future reference. The great majority of entries fall into ten
distinct categories: marriages, births, deaths, agricultural events, school/church events (often
in the same location), journeys she made, journeys made by others, transactions of goods,
transactions of money, and weather events. All of these we might classify under two
subheadings: "people" and "things." This pattern does not change between the two diaries.
Take, for example, Table 1, an unremarkable month from diary one, October 1837 when
Williams was in her late twenties.

Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, Good Wives: Image and Reality in the Lives of Women in Northern New England,
1 650-1 750 (New York: Vintage, 1980).
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Table 1. Diary 1, October 1837
Entries

Category

3. We began to dig our potato
6. Mr. J Baron died at Sturgeon Bay
11. We got through digging our potatoes
13. William came up for wood
The same day Mr A. Grignon went down to the Bay
13. Mr Williams left Green Bay
14. I let Mr Alee have half a bushel of com
17. I let Mrs Alee have half barrel of flour, for four dollars and half
18. I let Mr Alee Have 20two pound of pork, at one shilling a pound
And 8 pound of candles at two shilling a pound
20. I went down to the Bay. I was two day coming down.
24. It snowed hard
27. I went to dig my potatoes
and I let Mrs Alee have 7 dollars towards my house
24. The water began to rise at little Kacalan it over flowed all the
flats343

Agricultural Event
Death
Agricultural Event
Transaction-Goods
Journey-By Others
Journey-By Others
Transaction-Goods
Transaction-Goods
and Money (17 & 18)
Journey-Self
Weather Event
Agricultural Event
Transaction-Money
Weather Event

The point is that the diaries were not intended to fit into any recognizable literary
category traditionally analyzed by historians-not an almanac, not a ledger, not a letter; not a
memoir, not a commonplace book, not a personal diary. Her writings were personal,
utilitarian, and meant to help her keep track of her assets (including people) and to recall
important memories. Indeed, though she had been briefly educated by a Yankee newcomer
and instructed in the ways of American society, she would have had a different framework
for life-writing than her eastern American peers. Instead, this highly intelligent but barely
literate woman put the tools the Americans brought with them to her own, indigenous
purposes.
The diaries might be considered, therefore, in relation to a Native American writing
tradition instead. For example, the practice of keeping a winter count among plains Indians,
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with glyphs recorded as sign-posts for future reference, functions as a sort of framework for
oral history. 3 44 Algonquin societies also have their own traditions of glyp hic writing on stone,
or beaded onto fabric, which again are meant to trigger oral histories. With this pattern in
mind, we can read the short entries above as memory triggers, meant to help her recall events
she would have discussed with her community orally. "I went down to the Bay. I was two
day coming down," for example, could have recalled for her the memory of a hazardous
journey that she did not describe in detail, because these were intended to be spoken elements
of the story. This is not to say that indigenous people who learned to write in the nineteenth
century lacked ability or interest in more complex forms of writing. But for a woman like
Mary Williams, with one year of schooling and a farm to run, this lens might help us make
sense of her objective, when viewed in tandem with other forms of European-American life
writing.

Three Patterns
In addition to the theoretical pattern outlined above, three additional motifs can be
deciphered in her two diaries, which are valuable to the historian. These we might label,
"harvesting community," "omitting the domestic sphere," and "noting stand-out entries."
First, we see that Williams was keeping track of events that any farmer might wish to
remember from year to year, such as when crops were planted or when the first frost
happened, akin to a farmer's almanac. But she was also cultivating social networks, or
"harvesting community," so to speak. As important to her as frosts, floods, and financial
exchanges were the births, deaths, and movements of distant friends and acquaintances. We
344
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already know that extended kinship networks were the structure of Metis society before
Americanization. Reciprocal bonds of responsibility tied families together across cultures,
languages, and physical distance. 345 For a woman like Williams, vulnerable for both her
mixed-race identity and her failure of a husband, remembering who married whom or where
distant relatives relocated was more than a curiosity or collector's impulse. These
relationships were bonds of assistance key to her independence and self-maintenance on her
farm at the Little Rapids.
Take, for example, the arrival of the Erickson family to the area in early 1877. The
1885 state census records three women and one man living in this household, with one
individual (Knute, the family patriarch) born in Norway. 3 46 The first entries in the diary about
this family include their attending "meeting" (Christian services) and traveling to the nearby
town of DePere with members of the Williams family-both social interactions. 347 Soon
enough, however, Knute is also helping her with important tasks, such as sowing, butchering,
and even fixing a clock for her. 3 48 These sorts of relationships, first with Metis and
Anglo-Americans in the 1830s and by the post war period also European immigrants like
Erickson, are clearly key to Williams's life and survival on the farm in her husband's
absence.
They also speak to the gendered nature of these texts and to Williams's survival not
only as a biracial person, but also as a woman without a reliable male head-of-household in a
patriarchal society. Filling this void, neighbor men constantly come by to help her with
Michael Witgen, Infinity ofNations: How the Native New World Shaped Early North America (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012), 124.
3 46 Wisconsin, U.S., State Census 1885, Brown County, Town of Lawrence, p. 2, accessed May 5, 2021,
https://www.ancestry.com/imageviewer/collections/1055/images/48361_555794-00436?ssrc=&backlabel=Retur
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laborious tasks. In return she pays them with money or more often allows them to take a
portion of their labor home with them. Some men work for her formally, as we shall see in
the next chapter, but others just do odd jobs for her, like Knute Erickson. This demonstrates
that Williams was opportunistic, yes, as well as a woman in need, and by the 1860s she was
also an important employer in the community. Allowing men to do these tasks for her might
have also made her look more respectable to outsiders; allowing men to do things for her on
her own terms was preferable to having the town council intervene. But again, we must also
look at these transactions of labor through the lens of her indigeneity: reciprocal bonds of
mutual help were and are at the core of Algonquin societies. Every baby born, bridegroom
acquired, or new neighbor family, therefore, was a potential link in the social chain that kept
her household thriving.
Yet a second pattern that the unvaried nature of the diaries makes visible is the
absence of nineteenth-century American female labor. She records when butter is sold, for
example, but not when the cow was milked or the butter churned. She notes when she
purchases a new stove in 1836, but no references whatsoever in either diary deal with food
preparation for her family.349 She also notes when they purchase a spinning wheel and when
they sell wool at the Bay, but no mention of knitting or sewing is ever recorded.350 "We clean
house" is written twice, once in each diary, but this appears to be large-scale spring cleaning
rather than the regular chores of daily life.35 1 Not once is the drudgery of laundry mentioned.
Finally, her work as a mother is only referenced when her son is leaving to attend school;
there is no talk of upbringing or the mothering spirit, considered so central to women in
nineteenth-century American American society.
34 9
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What can we make of this fascinating omission that erases the domestic sphere
entirely, rendering it almost invisible to later historians? This was certainly an intentional
choice made by Williams. First, the absence of gendered female labor in the diaries does not
mean that it was not being done in her home or even that it was not being valued (though it is
possible Williams valued it less). Rather, it signifies that domestic labor was so banal it was
not deemed worth recording. The diaries were reserved instead for external transactions
interactions between her household and the outside world, movements and irregularities in
need of control and management. This is to say that, though she did not intend for the diaries
to be read by outsiders, they were entirely designed with outsiders in mind. These journals
were how she remembered whom she had spoken to, whom she could reach out to if needed,
and whom she could no longer seek out because they had moved away or were, frankly,
dead. The entries demonstrate a juggling act of assets that gave her pride but also some
anxiety. By contrast, those tasks which were unthreatening and unchanging, like cooking and
sewing, did not merit mentioning.
As a final pattern we might note in the diaries, the systematic nature of her entries
with their ten distinct categories makes the rare moment that defies the norm stand out
significantly. Take, for instance, the record from early April 1835:
4. Mr [illegible] came up with a boat
5. Mr. Irwin and Mr. Boyd call here on their way to K
8. The Oniadas came here to fish and the day that they left to go home they set fire on
the P. above here and wind blew vary hard and we like to have been burnt - we lost a
great many rails, the same day Mr. Wm Dickinson went up and he stope to to halp us
to put out the fire, he tried to save the rails but the winds was so hard that it was
impossible to save any
13. We clean house it was cold day
15. It snowed some352
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As you can see, the salient entry for April 8, 1835, is one of the longest in either diary, and
we can extract much from its contents to deepen our understanding of society in this
borderland period. First, we have here a rare moment of emotion and vulnerability as her
property is damaged by fire, but we also catch a glimpse of a much larger conflict between
the Oneidas and the Menominee/ Metis that is worth investigating.
Recall from Chapters 1 and 3 that the Haudenosaunee Confederacy (commonly
known as the Iroquois) were the traditional enemies of the Anishinaabeg (that is, the Odawa,
Ojibwe, and Potawatomi). The so-called "Iroquois Wars" pushed the Anishinaabeg west into
Menominee territory in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, where they formed linked
communities and bonds with their new Algonquin-speaking Menominee neighbors.353 By the
early 1800s, however, the Six Nations were facing immense pressure from the United States
to vacate their traditional lands in New York and likewise move west. Recall from the last
chapter that many Oneida had relocated to the Bay in the early 1820s, under pressure from
speculators such as the Ogden Land Company (which had funded Eleazar Williams). 354
And so, after centuries of warfare, Anishinaabeg and Haudenosaunee communities
came in the 1820s to live side-by-side at the Bay, among ancient Menominee and Ho-Chunk
residents, the fur trade Metis, and growing numbers of newcomer Americans. The frontier
between the Oneida and the Menominee in the West was contested until 1832, when the
federal government stepped in to assist in demarcation, gaining a portion of the disputed
territory in the process. 355 Tensions remained high, however, until the Menominee were
removed entirely in the early 1850s, resettled on a small portion of their ancestral territory
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north along the Wolf River. 356 Their lands along the Fox were sold to American speculators
as we discussed in the last chapter, but the Oneida remained and have retained portions of
their new territory up to the present. (This author has spoken anecdotally with a number of
local, Euro-American residents who were unaware that the Menominee had ever inhabited
the region or that the Oneida are not its ancient inhabitants.) The destruction of Mary's
fencing by the fire accidentally set by Oneida fishermen, therefore, is an apt metaphor, as
boundaries between rival groups in this period were fraught with tension and frequently
renegotiated. Williams experienced this tension not in historical hindsight or with a
generalized overview, but in the day-to-day interactions of individual residents.
Her front row seat allows us to examine the nuances of this conflict as well. Though
the entry from April 8 clearly paints the Oneida to be destructive, other references in the
diaries indicate that a relationship of reciprocity also existed between the Williams family
and their Oneida neighbors. A number of entries in the diaries describe how Mary, her son
John, and other family members traveled to Duck Creek (Oneida territory) on a regular basis.
The head sachem Daniel Bread twice makes an appearance. The purpose of these encounters
is not indicated, but the lack of transaction or purpose recorded may imply a social call or
visitation. 357 These continue well after Eleazar Williams is ostracized by the Oneida and
departs again for the East-even after his death in the 1850s. We learn as well from the first
diary that Oneida children were running away from the mission at Duck Creek onto the
Williams property. 358 Taken together, these entries demonstrate that the history of westward
expansion involved the forced relocation of indigenous nations onto the territory of other
Native peoples, including at times their traditional enemies. This led to new relationships and
Keesing, Menomini Indians, 132, 151.
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strategies for living among diverse groups of both Native and Euro-Americans.
To add to this point, it is undeniable that the arrival of droves of new settlers
beginning in the 1830s (a 20,000% increase in white population state-wide from 1820 to
1850, by one account) heightened tensions-and violence-between white settlers and
indigenous residents of all kinds.359 Yet in the Williams diary, we see very little conflict with
Anglo newcomers, whom Mary "adopts" as her friends and neighbors. William Dickinson,
for example, who came to assist during the blaze, was an early Anglo-American settler who
in 1829 built the first home in what would become the city of De Pere, five miles downriver
from Mary's property.360 This small settlement would grow and become, by the 1860s, the
primary location where the Williams family sold their farm products, such as wool and
butter. This is not to say, of course, that we have been misinformed about violence and
conflict between newcomer Americans and indigenous inhabitants, but rather that
relationships could be complex and at times even mutually beneficial, particularly for people
of mixed ancestry.
Selling items at "the pier" vs. at "De Pere" was a confusing nomenclature never
resolved by Mary in her diaries. Recorded as "DePere," "The Pere," "Des Peres," and other
iterations by the trilingual Mrs. Williams, the name of this town founded by
Anglo-Americans in the 1820s hearkens back to the Jesuit explorer Pere ["Father"]
Jean-Claude Allouez. In 1669 he first visited the region and founded the short-lived St.
Francis Xavier Mission just downriver from what would much later become the Williams
property. Taken together, this one long entry for April 8, 1835 illuminates for us a complex
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picture-of indigenous rivalries caused by forced migration, of American men coming to the
rescue of Metis neighbors, and now also of Anglo towns named for French Jesuits who had
lived centuries before their founding. Critically, this defies the narrative told today in
Wisconsin history books and on city websites, of a linear progression from Native to French
to American occupation. One stand-out diary entry can help us instead to humanize the
complex relationships between diverse groups as they lived together in this dynamic region,
sometimes at peace and sometimes not, but always interacting daily on the landscape.36 1

Resilience and Respectability
Yet perhaps the most intriguing aspect of the page for April 1835 is the way Williams
abruptly transitions back to a dry, quotidian style after the near-destruction of her farm and
property. One moment her land is on fire, the next it "snows some." This points to the fact
that the many brief and repetitive entries which do not stand out as unique can also be coded
for meaning, when taken together with other, similar ones. For example, changing her labor
habits in a new economy and adapting to increasing numbers of settler neighbors are the two
most prominent themes which stand out when the many short entries are aggregated. Yet
before we can dive into these, we should first examine a final thread that winds its way
through the diaries. Though less concrete and more speculative, to omit it entirely would be
to erase a key aspect of Mary's voice and experience.
A careful reader of the Williams diaries comes to note not only her terse style,
methodical categorization, and the occasional stand-out entry. Below the surface also lies a
compulsive need to record the weird and wild, to curate and control tragedy. The way she
361
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records deaths, for example, seems to go beyond a sheer desire to track her social network.
Small comments about the passing of friends and neighbors, when grouped together, become
a larger motif on the cruelty of mortality. Many deaths are recorded simply, but when
possible she records their gruesome particularity. For example, Mrs. Boulien was "sitting in a
chair talking with her husband" when she died in 1836, notes Williams. The day before, Mr.
Peter Pocat [Paquette?] had been "shot with a rifel by a Winnebago [Ho-Chunk] Indian."362
Twenty-seven years later to the day, Mrs. Sophie Marcot died exactly "six months after her
husband's death" at De Pere.363 Later, Mr. Henry Macabee "shot himself by accident" and
lived for exactly three hours before expiring. There are many other examples, including the
deaths of dozens of children. In October 1867, three little ones perished of unknown causes
in a ten-day period.364 In November 1873, a child in the Marsh family died the day before its
new sibling is bom.365 Whether they are Metis, Anglo-American, Dutch, or German, their
deaths appear shockingly common in the diaries, especially to a modem reader. Regularly a
page or two after a birth, that same name is recorded for opposite reasons.
These entries, taken together, depict a woman who both feared and was fascinated by
death. Yet in addition to revealing Williams's desire to record when morbid events took
place, these entries also demonstrate her near-obsession with exact dates and with counting
the intervals between episodes. In a less morbid moment, for example, she wrote that her
sister Margaret was married exactly "two years and one day after my sister Christiana."366
Later, she notes that Mr. and Mrs. Carvall moved into their new house exactly "4 month after
they were married." There are other examples of this attention to detail, both when deaths
362
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occur and with the more mundane. Thus, her purpose in writing was, I believe, to control and
contain both the aspects of her life which were practical-like purchases or crops brought in
-as well as those which were strange or threatening. She recorded anything that could have
been her undoing, death as well as taxes. From this vantage point, it is no wonder she failed
to mention laundry.
Critically, if we recall the events of her life which I described in previous chapters,
which are omitted in her diaries and therefore aren't accessible to a reader without context, it
should come as no surprise that Williams had an overdeveloped desire for order and even a
fixation on mortality-especially child mortality. By the time she penned her first modest
page (or at least the first page we have of hers), we know she had been married for more than
a decade but was still only in her early twenties.367 She had one son, John, but she was still in
mourning for the baby Margaret Ann, whom she had buried in the Oneida cemetery. Her
husband had taken her east where she met people of importance and saw great things, but he
had also left her alone among strangers- separated from her son-and had used her to gain
sympathy and make money.368
By 1834 he was effectively ostracized for unscrupulous behavior by the Oneida, and
also by the local Menominee/Metis community, and the Episcopalians in New York.369
Eleazar makes only sporadic appearances in the diaries, often disappearing for years at a time
without explanation. To make matters worse, 1834 we also know marked the beginning of
American land sales in the area, and her claim lacked formal recognition by the United States
government. In 1836, it would pass into American territory, and she would forfeit her
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Menominee affiliations by signing the mixed-blood register. It wasn't legally "hers" until
1844, when she lost the majority of the holding, according to her husband's biography. One
must also add that 1834 was the year of a terrible smallpox outbreak in the Bay region, which
particularly impacted the Menominee.370 We know from these sources, therefore, that as she
began writing, Mary Williams was operating from a position of great stress. She was legally
bound to a charlatan, a heartbroken parent, and at risk of losing her land.
Yet the diaries were not where Williams dug psychologically into these problems or
even where she recounted them, as we are already aware. Indeed, though none of the greater
struggles listed above are referenced directly in her writing, I speculate that her almost
compulsive need for order and regulation, however, is the byproduct of this experience.
Having undergone a period where she lacked control over her location, her resources, and
even her own body, and in the middle of a much larger transition from Indian Country to the
United States, she used the process of journal writing to give her feelings of control and
power. Interestingly, this does not mean that she fought to remain the same throughout her
life. In fact, the opposite is true, as we shall see in the following chapters. She was, once
again, the daughter of those who saw strength and spiritual power in personal
metamorphosis. Metamorphosis, however, is not the same as being dragged along against
your will or losing everything to hungry speculators. Williams, therefore, used the diary to
control what she could, remember what she could, to keep her afloat in a trying situation.
Again, this is only a speculative analysis, but it was developed after many hours of
transcribing, coding, and analyzing the diaries.
This love of order appears to have also spilled over into her public life, where
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Williams was known for her "great vivacity and shrewdness. 3 7 1 This stands in contrast with
the fun-loving reputation the Bay Metis had in the earliest years of Americanization, when
they were known for letting loose in parties with mixed company. 372 Williams, by contrast,
was tough, temperamental, and particulai-she had to be in order to keep things going on her
own. And at least until her elderly years, she rarely had time for social gatherings. She
records, for example, when the sugaring season commenced and concluded each year, but not
once does she say she went out with the others to enjoy the month-long Metis celebration of
Spring. Punctilious and pertinacious, her charactei-her survival strategy- hearkens back to
the penmanship exercises assigned to her when she was a student: Govern your passions.
Caution is the parent ofsafety. Diligence and perseverance surmount every obstacle. 373 More
than the content of these sentences, the repetition and self-discipline required to complete
Ellis's assignment is clearly visible. Such acuity was necessary for her to make her way as a
mixed-race woman in the settler colonial period.
At times we might say this "shrewdness" becomes a sort of moral rigidity in the
diaries. A handful of entries record when neighbor babies are born too soon, or out of
wedlock. "Quick work" she adds tartly as an afterthought when a healthy child is delivered to
Mrs. Covell, exactly "four months five days" after her marriage. 374 Three months later, Mrs.
Alles Fuller's son was born only "8 month and 4 days" after her marriage as well. Other
times the mother has a conspicuous "Miss" in her name. Interestingly, the men in these
partnerships are not mentioned as co-conspirators, but elsewhere she refers jeeringly to male
371
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youths of a certain temperament as "young bucks."375 One cannot help but imagine her
pursed lips as she penned entries like these, which she increasingly did as she aged. She also
notes a day when the schoolteacher, Miss Phillips, left the children outside in the cold while
she had "some secrets" with a Mr. Fred Clark. 376 In all of these examples, it is clear Williams
considered herself a guardian of morality for the community, that is, of American, middle
class, white morality. Perhaps she was trying to overcompensate for the reputation of the
Metis as prone to "mischievous, tricky propensities," and of the women being "sluts," with
"no understanding, no sense, no shame."377 Being a person of color married to a man with a
tarnished reputation, even a hint of lax morality could have been her undoing.
This analysis is not to say that Williams was a complete pedant incapable of enjoying
her life. In fact, we will see shortly that her later years were some of the happiest and most
social. Rather, my point is that this predilection for social and material control-for recording
and remembering exact dates, names, places people were traveling, weather anomalies, and
so on-suggests that resilience under the pressures of settler colonialism could take the form
of fastidiousness, or we could call it overcompensation. A person on the margins of society
could improve her social credit by developing a reputation for being "not like the other
ones." Unlike her husband-that "fat, lazy, good for nothing Indian"-she was known to be
hard working, competent, modest, feminine, and doing her best having been married to a
charlatan. 378 She didn't waste money, she paid her debts, she knew when your birthday was
or when it was your anniversary. She therefore deserved to remain on her property, even
though she was known to be "half-Indian." This reputation did not form overnight but was
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developed intentionally over many years, through many interactions with people who
expected her to be the stereotype of a lazy, dirty, promiscuous mixed-race woman. It is this
author's opinion, therefore, that resilience and respectability are intertwined in the diaries;
being one and maintaining the other are at the heart of this source's existence.

Conclusion
Mary Williams was a woman who came of age just as indigenous people in the
Western Great Lakes were being pushed to society's margins. The diaries she kept
demonstrate the ways she adapted to the stresses of settler colonialism throughout her long
lifetime in order to remain stable and solvent, but we must also consider the writing of the
diary itself to be a survival strategy. Patterns in the text imply that Williams was using the
skill of English literacy for her own purposes as a biracial woman in a rapidly changing
community, including remembering experiences in brief for future, oral transmission,
"harvesting" community networks, keeping track of external events and interactions with
others (rather than her domestic tasks), and even "venting" once and a while when something
particularly irksome happened. Finally, she used the diaries to cultivate her own reputation
and accrue social capital in a world increasingly closed off to "Indians." The darker side of
this resilience, however, is that though the diaries were useful in helping her to manage the
many moving pieces in her life, they also hint at the pain Mary carried with her as a product
of her failed marriage, her daughter's death, and perhaps even her own complex identity.
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Chapter 5: A Woman's Work
In the last chapter, we saw how the diaries themselves were central to Williams 's
continuity on her farm for many decades. She used them to record, not her innermost
thoughts, but the many interactions and transactions in which she participated as a woman of
mixed race, trying to hold her own in a community being rapidly overrun by foreigners. In
this chapter, we will leave the form and process of the texts behind in order to trace one of
the dominant themes found in both her diaries: that of gendered labor and the changes
brought about by the new market economy. This chapter will put the diaries to work, to
explore three themes relating to labor in the life of Mary Williams.
First, we will see how she does and does not exemplify Lucy Eldersveld Murphy's
model of "Public Mothering," based on the Metis women of Prairie du Chien. 379 By this we
mean the work of taking care of the community as a whole-building social networks,
healing the sick, and providing hospitality, for example. We shall see how her role as a public
mother likewise changed, between the first and second diaries. Next, we will examine
Williams's work on the farm, as she fought to take control of the decision making process
and to construct her own, diverse property in defiance of gender roles in both indigneous and
American societies. Finally, we will observe her habits as industrialization came to the
community, and the way her embrace of new technologies was both a product of and in
opposition to her indigenous identity. All three themes serve to answer our central question:
How did she do it? What did it take for a woman of indigenous heritage to build a successful
farm on her ancestral lands, during the peak of colonization?
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Background
Before we can outline the labors performed by Williams in her diaries, we must first
present a general outline of the labors Menominee and Metis women performed before
Americanization. Few French or British women ever migrated to the Great Lakes Region,
and so the traditional labors of Metis females had much in common with their Menominee,
Odawa, and other Native sisters. Indigenous women in the area worked to feed their extended
families, through the gathering and processing of wild rice, maple sap, wild plants, and also
the agricultural cultivation of com and other species. 380 Women also assisted in the sturgeon
hunt and, during the fur trade, worked as well to prepare the hides sold to European traders.
They also served as hostesses, intermediaries, and interpreters. 3 8 1 By the early nineteenth
century, indigenous women near Mary's mother's hometown of Prairie du Chien also worked
seasonally in lead mining, digging into the earth to remove the minerals which their men
fashioned into ammunition. Both Native and Metis women often took on the role of running
trading posts and keeping track of merchandise as the men traveled for trade. 382 Of course,
most of these women also did reproductive labor and cared for children, though they
typically had large family groups to assist with this task. These were all behaviors that Mary
Williams would have likely observed as a child, from her mother, aunts, and other female
relatives.
On the other hand, as she aged Williams would have also observed the activities of
white (and perhaps some Black) American women recently arrived from the Northern United
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States. Where an indigenous woman depended on an extended network of family for her
economic needs, an American female in the nineteenth century "depend[ed] on a man's
initiating economic activity" in the marketplace. She also differed from her Native peers
because "her earnings belonged to her husband." Though legally subsumed under his
identity, she still had power in her community if her reputation was intact, and though her
work was increasingly devalued and relegated to a "woman's sphere," no one could argue
that her labor was essential to a well-functioning society. 383 Women assisted in "food
preparation and preservation, dairying, gardening, cleaning, laundering, soap-making,
candle-making, knitting, and textile and clothing manufacture," either in their own homes or
as servants in the homes of others. 384 Many lower status women also took jobs outside the
home in factories beginning in this period, and rural women in particular defied the ideal of
"separate spheres" by their agricultural labor, including the buying and selling of farm
products. 385 Keeping the home clean, as we saw with the interaction between Marguerite
Gravelle and the government agent in Chapter 3, was particularly essential to female labor in
the nineteenth century, tied not only to the health of one's family, but also its moral
integrity. 386
Critically, all of the gendered labor roles above were never absolute and evolved
through time, meaning that Williams had many models to draw from as well as the elements
of personal choice and individual circumstance. The absence of her husband, for example,
would have meant that she took on additional male-gendered labor, though just as often she
Nancy F. Cott, The Bonds of Womanhood: "Women s Sphere " in New England, 1 780-1835, Second Edition
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1977), 21.
384
Cott, Bonds of Womanhood, 26-27.
385
Nancy Grey Osterud, Bonds of Community: The Lives ofFarm Women in Nineteenth-Century New York
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991), 13.
386
Kathleen Brown, Foul Bodies: Cleanliness in Early America (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009),
213. Brown argues that, as the importance of cleanliness increased in the nineteenth century, this also created
more work for women. Laundry, for example, became a dreaded weekly drudgery, rather than a monthly one.
383

1 87

hired it out to neighbor men. Before we explore that boundary-defying aspect of Williams's
life and personality, however, we must first examine her work as a mother, a woman's task
that was of course critical to both indigenous and settler society, though in different ways.

Williams as Mother
After the death of her little girl Margaret Ann (and possibly another infant born or
miscarried in the 1840s during an extended visit from her husband), Mary Williams was the
mother of only one living child.3 87 Though common today, this was during an era of
American history that placed increasing emphasis on the importance of mothering for
women, the nurturers of a stable republican society.388 One child, therefore, could be
construed as a failure and could have left Williams with a weakened sense of self or public
identity. If a woman was not a mother, after all, what was her value to American society?
Even so, Mary's diaries give no indication that she placed an inordinate emphasis on her one
chance at maternity. Her son John is markedly absent from both diaries, which should
perhaps not surprise us as we know she recorded mostly external events that were
interactions with the outside world, rather than the stuff of daily life in her family. His
absence, in other words, does not mean that she did not care for him or that she did not take
her role as his mother seriously. But it also does not indicate that she was an ideal
"republican mother." The lack of description makes it very difficult for us to surmise whether
she conformed to or rejected bourgeois American trends regarding motherhood as the center
of a woman's being.
They also make it difficult for us to analyze her as a mother of indigenous descent.
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Native women of this period who faced racialization and removal gave birth in traumatic
situations, without the necessities required to raise healthy, happy children. Yet Native
women also tended to have extended family networks to help with child raising, while
American mothers more often in this period found themselves isolated and alone.
Undoubtedly, Williams would have observed both American and Native mothers as she
raised her son and mourned for her daughter, perhaps saddened, perhaps relieved by her own
husband's absence and their lack of physical intimacy. As usual, how she felt about such
things is very difficult for us to pin down.
Still, we can glean some idea of her role as a mother by tracing a few of the key
moments in the life of her son, to derive some sense of their relationship and of how the next
generation of mixed-race offspring might have navigated the American landscape as well.
Born in 1825 when Mary was about fifteen and her husband thirty-seven, John Lawe
Williams is a fascinating figure, first because of his diverse heritage: he was of Menominee,
French Canadian, Mohawk, and New England Puritan descent, but he was named for John
Lawe, a prominent English trader at the Bay who was of Jewish ancestry and had married
into an Odawa clan. Her son John is only mentioned eleven times in diary one, when he was
still a child living at home. Every one of these entries involves his movement to or from
locations apart from the farm, including the sugar camp, De Pere (to "git some potatoes"), or
most often the mission school at Duck Creek.3 89 Once he is escorted back after a summer
recess by an "old Indian" she doesn't deign to name, probably an Oneida man. Interestingly,
Williams notes that John attended the Oneida mission school with her youngest brother
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Thomas Jourdain, just two years his senior. This indicates that as the Cadle Mission we
discussed in Chapter 3 declined, some French creole children attended school with their new,
Oneida peers. 390 This also means that, unlike in his mother's experience, from a young age
John lived apart from his family for much of the school year, in the care of Protestant
missionaries. One must wonder to what extent he imbibed in his time there the moral and
cultural lessons of Protestantism as well as of the Oneida Nation.
However, for reasons unknown, in 1836 when he was about eleven John transferred
from the Oneida mission to the Anglo school at the Bay, which was run by the aptly named
Mr. White. 39 1 This was likely a difficult but strategic decision made by his mother, who
wished him to succeed among the growing American population. Or perhaps she did not
approve of forced acculturation techniques used on Indian children; we cannot know her
reasons. Whatever they were, even after a thorough American education both among the
Oneida and then Anglo Americans, it appears John Williams retained some tie to his
Menominee heritage.
First, as a young man we know he worked as a ferryman while living with his
grandfather, who at that time was a blacksmith at the Indian Agency on Winnebago Lake. 392
There, in the town of Winneconne near Butte des Morts (the center of Menominee society
until the 1850s), John married the American Jennie Eney in 1851. 393 They had three children
(Mary Williams's only biological grandchildren), though only one, George, survived until
adulthood. It seems John also worked for a time as a fireman on a steamship, and then he was
Mary Williams Diaries, May 16 and July 23, 1835, Green Bay ARC.
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listed as a farmer when he registered for the draft in 1863.394 After the war, the family
relocated to the newly founded settlement of Oshkosh after his return, on the western shore
of Lake Winnebago.395 (Oshkosh was founded by Anglo Americans and named, ironically,
for a great Menominee Chief, who fought to protect their lands from American possession. It
is the eighth largest city in Wisconsin today.) 396
Though it appears he gravitated somewhat toward the Menominee during his early
adulthood, or at least toward his well-connected grandfather Joseph Jourdain who worked at
their agency, John Williams did not travel with the indigenous community to their new home
on the Wolf River in the 1850s. He remained with his wife and child in Oshkosh until his
death in 1883. Though Oshkosh was only forty miles away from his mother's farm, his name
is mentioned just four times in her second diary, twice in connection with a horse and not an
actual visit. Only two times does he make the journey to see her, once in 1866 and again in
1873.397 These are the only times Mary calls him "my son" instead of "John," or "John
Williams." We can never know how she felt about his absence, or how he made sense of his
race or place in American society. Yet we can infer he worked to distance himself from his
parents, whatever the reason. Perhaps it was because his father garnered increasing ignominy
through the 1840s and 1850s, or because of his mother's strict and demanding demeanor.
Maybe, like plenty of adult children, he just found himself too busy to make the trip. Again
we cannot know, but we shall see how Mary Williams worked to fill the void of his absence
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in the next chapter.
"Mothering," however, can be interpreted in a number of different ways. In addition
to the literal mothering of biological children like John, Williams also records a number of
tasks which might be labeled "Public Mothering."398 Tasks that could be construed as
nurturing or taking care of the community as a whole were what remained for Metis women
after American society began to dictate their behavior, and tasks such as lead mining and the
preparation of furs became unavailable to them. Murphy's original analysis on this theme
focuses largely on women who provided charity and medical care to the community, but
these are behaviors we see very little of in the Williams diaries.399 This is no "Midwife's
Tale," in other words, nor a record of a woman about town, enrolled in any number of
charitable organizations. A few entries might imply care for the elderly, such as when she
goes "up to see old Mr. Provinsell" or when she sends a family member to see "Mr. D
Gibson" shortly before his death.400 One small excerpt of a local history also remembers that
her sister Margaret Jourdian had a knack for medicine and served unofficially as the Bay
Settlement's physician until formally trained doctors arrived in the 1820s. 401 There are no
clear patterns about Mary Williams herself as a nurse or midwife, however, nor direct
references to caring for poor members of the community, including disenfranchised Native
relatives. So at first glance, she seems to defy Murphy's model.
Yet in the first diary Williams does exemplify "Public Mothering" when it comes to
providing hospitality to diverse neighbors and travelers-white, mixed-race, and indigenous.
For example, she takes in children, mostly girls, for training in the domestic arts and to
Murphy, Great Lakes Creoles, 148-186.
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provide additional hands for work in her own household. The frequently recorded "We" ("We
began to dig our potatoes," "We cleaned house," and so on) speaks to the shared labors of
these rural females. A child of the Boivert family, for example, from a creole home Williams
frequently references, comes to stay with her on the very first page of the first diary.402 Later,
the three LaFare children are left in her care, though one girl leaves after just three days (was
she homesick?) and a boy runs away the following year.403 Though the trend seems to decline
by the second diary, the 1870s are likewise a litany of young, female names-"Adda came
here," "Miss Camarad came here," "Miss Juliet C. came up here," and so on. These may
have been social visits for other family members, rather than new servants or trainees. 404
However, the pattern is clearly that Mrs. Williams was taking in girls to perform domestic
labor, and that these girls were typically from Metis families of lower or equal status. This
suggests that another reason she did not record domestic tasks in her diaries directly is
because it was being performed by other women. She was the "overseer," the
head-of-household; though she wrote "We" dug the potatoes, it's possible her hands remained
clean.
We must also recognize that, in addition to reducing Williams's own required labor
and freeing her up for management of the land, this training in the keeping of an
American-style home was an important public service to the mixed-race community. In an
earlier chapter, we saw how central housekeeping was to the acceptance of Metis families by
the American government. In other words, in order to be seen as ''white" and as citizen
families deserving of land and status, women had to perform their labor along the gendered
lines seen as "civilized" by the Americans. Having learned many of these skills from her own
4 02
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mother, a woman who dressed and "spoke only Indian" but kept a clean and orderly home by
American standards, Williams was now able to pass these domestic skills on to other
families.405 Where her mother learned them is the question.
Williams's home blurred the boundary between public and private space, as she took
in young women to train them for domestic labor so that their families might be recognized
as members of the polity. Yet Williams's training of young girls was not limited to
mixed-race families attempting to blend in as white Americans. In fact, the most salient
example of taking in young women in the Williams diaries occurred before the first journal
even began. According to local memory, in the late 1820s Eleazar Williams adopted a
"full-blood" orphaned Menominee girl, whom they also called Mary, a generic title given to
indigenous girls whose given names are lost to history.406 Was this child meant to fill the void
left by the passing of baby Margaret Ann? This seems possible as the dates are congruent.
(Curiously, local history records her sister Margaret Parant as having remained childless until
she and her husband also adopted children in need in the Bay community.407)
About a decade younger than Mary Williams, "Little Mary," as she is sometimes
called, is an ever-present character in the diaries. In diary one, she accompanies Williams on
social calls, helps her in the garden, and once even goes to work for another creole family
(the McCartys) for a few weeks, though Williams notes in frustration that "she got nothing
for her work there."408 A careful reading implies that young Mary was partially a daughter,
but also partially a servant to Williams, in a way that was not atypical for rural children in
early America. We will pick up her story again in the next chapter, as she evolves into the
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adult friend and companion who lived with Williams until the end of her life. Her adoption as
a young girl, however, aligns with Murphy's argument that creole public mothering was not
limited to white or mixed-race individuals. Sometimes it included indigenous kin as well, at
least as long as there were enough resources to go around.409 As Metis status declined with
Americanization, families were increasingly spread thin and these ties tended to be severed.
Too close of ties to culturally Native people could also mark a mixed-race family as suspect
outsiders in the community. Yet Williams, a woman who was both skilled at and eager to
adapt to American customs, was willing to live with a "full-blooded" Indian for the
remainder of her life. In addition to being yet another curious contradiction in the life of
Mary Williams, it also demonstrates that indigenous people continued to live on the lands
taken from them, by incorporating into American homes as servants or lower status relatives.
In addition to caring for her adopted daughter and other young women in the
community, Williams also cared for the settlement at the Little Rapids by providing another
useful service, which we might call "initiating the gossip chain." She used her keen eye and
meticulous attention to detail in order to observe river travelers and inquire into their
business. She also took advantage of her strategic location midway along the river to take in
diverse lodgers. For this she occasionally earned cash (a novel thing in the 1830s), but she
also overheard many conversations in English which she could then translate and pass on to
her neighbors.
For example, one operation we can see winding its way through the pages of diary
one is a speculation endeavor undertaken by Thomas Boyd (the son of the Indian Agent at
Fort Howard) and by Findlay Fisher "F. F." Hamilton, a "special agent" in the Indian
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Department at Green Bay.4 1 0 Williams notes that the two men, who worked on behalf of
indigenous residents for the federal government, "went up to Winnabago lake to buy some
lands," presumably for their own reasons4 1 1 They "go up" and "go down" the river
repeatedly, occasionally paying call at the Williams's residence on the way, demonstrating
how federal agents also benefited from land sales personally. Though she does not record the
conversations they had in her home directly, one has to presume that there was discussion in
her presence about their land dealings and the interactions between the American government
and indigenous population. This she would have then translated and passed on to her curious
neighbors and family, not all of whom spoke English. In Metis society, women had long been
valued for their ability to "ease friction" between communities.412 Mary continued this
pattern, in other words, well into the American period.
As a side note, Williams wasn't the only Metis person engaged in acts of
communication and connection between the Americans and the local inhabitants. In the diary,
Boyd and Hamilton are regularly accompanied by members of the Grignon family on their
journeys to and from Winnebago Lake. Presumably, the Grignons were acting as interpreters
and network connections between the American men and their Menominee relatives, a
pattern that has been noted before.413 Indeed, as we discussed in previous chapters, creoles of
high status who, with the decline of the fur trade, found new ways to profit from American
occupation, were regularly complicit in the process of transferring lands from indigenous
communities to the United States. The Grignons also accompany Mr. M. L. Martin, another
rising American trader, to Winnebago Lake in June of 1835, and they even make their way to
4 1 0 David Beck, Siege and Survival: History of the Menominee Indians, 1 634-1856 (Lincoln: University
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Washington D.C., to assist in the treaty process there.4 1 4
As we see in the Boyd-Hamilton-Grignon example, the Williams claim was
strategically located midway between the Menominee settlements upriver and the burgeoning
community at the Bay. The "Little Rapids" were also just downstream from the "Big Rapids"
at what is now Kaukauna (derived from the word for rapids in the Menominee language). At
Kaukauna, at least until the locks were built, men took on the current or portaged tremendous
loads on land. This made Mary's home a convenient place for travelers to rest and recuperate
after the falls, before they made their way in the morning down to the Bay. This willingness
to host diverse strangers in her home and pass on their information was a way she
"mothered" her small community, as I just argued, but it also allowed her to remain on the
farm during the first years of her husband's absence. Taking in lodgers to earn money or
simply social credit was central to her survival, especially in the 1830s.
To demonstrate this point, the prominent Metis trader John Lawe lodged at the
Williams residence in October 1836 during an early snow storm [Figure 24].4 1 5 Only once
does Lawe come to her home in the diaries, however, because it seems that when it wasn't
snowing he preferred to make the forty-mile trip from Winnebago Lake to the Bay in one go.
According to local legend, in 1845 when he was already over sixty years old, he was tasked
by American officials with transporting a Menominee annuity payment worth $8,000
downriver, in a chest.4 1 6 Unwilling to wait until morning to clear the rapids however, he
ended up clinging to the chest for dear life as he tumbled through the falls. Bypassing the
Williams residence, he floated down to the Bay in darkness. The morning after this event,

41 4

Mary Williams Diaries, February 18, 1837 and February 24, 1838, Green Bay ARC.
Mary Williams Diaries, October 3, 1836, Green Bay ARC.
4 1 6 Albert G. Ellis, "Fifty-Four Years' Recollections of Men and Events in Wisconsin," in Wisconsin Historical
Collections, vol. 3 (Madison: State Historical Society of Wisconsin, 1857), 250.
41 5

1 97

Figure 24. Judge John Lawe, in Jeanne Kay, "John Lawe, Green Bay Trader," The
Wisconsin Magazine of History 64, no. 1 (1980): 19.
Lawe was a prominent trader at the Bay, originally an Englishman of Jewish background,
who married into an Odawa family. In addition to naming her son after him, the story of
John Lawe's "Wild Ride" demonstrates that Mary Williams and her community were
active participants in the Americanization process. Williams lodged men like Lawe in her
home, which likely brought her important information she could pass on to friends and
acquaintances. It also brought her money, which she used to support herself on her farm at
the Little Rapids.
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known as his "Wild Ride," he was discovered sitting in his home, "calm as a summer cloud,
not dreaming that he had done anything unusual, or worthy of remark," according to Albert
Ellis. In addition to being amusing unto itself, this tale demonstrates the role that creole
traders played in acting as liaisons between indigenous residents and the American
government. Having lost their status as elite fur traders, they put their cultural and linguistic
skills to work for the United States, showing yet again that the survival and material success
of one's family motivated individuals during this period, rather than loyalty to tribe or an idea
of "Indianness."
Unlike Lawe, however, plenty of other travelers preferred to stay in the Williams
home rather than paddle the full distance in one day, or float its length on a bobbing chest of
bank notes. In the first diary, a few of these-all men-were of Metis heritage, including B.
P. Grignon, who lodged there three times in 1836 and 1837.4 17 The majority of her lodgers,
however, were Americans, including her future brother-in-law D. J. Parant and other passers
by who are harder to identify-Mr. Morgan, Mr. Sloun, and Mr. Mills, among others.4 1 8 We
can differentiate these entries from the social visits when people "called here" or "came up
here" from the Bay to see her. The first records of cash transactions in the diaries are related
to these entries, such as when she notes after a Grignon visit, "I got five dollars for their
lodging." We see here how a woman living in a vulnerable situation, without a reliable
partner contributing to the labor of the household, used the resources available to her in order
to make a living. In addition to taking in servant girls from the local community, she took in
travelers because of her strategic location just upriver from the city. As treaties opened new
lands to American speculation and settlement, bringing increasing numbers of immigrants to
41 7
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this western territory, Williams recognized a business opportunity and put it to work for
herself and her family.
Most interesting, perhaps, is that twice in the first diary she lodged General Henry
Dodge on his way to and from treaty negotiations. 4 1 9 She records that he was accompanied by
Mary's brother William, yet another example of Metis individuals working hand-in-hand
with American agents during the settlement period. Dodge, originally from Vincennes,
Indiana, moved to what is now Southeastern Wisconsin in 1827 as part of the "lead rush" and
gained prominence as an Indian fighter during the Winnebago War (1827), Black Hawk War
(1832), and other conflicts relating to the seizure of resources by squatting Americans. 420 In
1836, the year he lodged with Mary Williams, Dodge was appointed the first governor of the
newly formed Wisconsin territory, and he would go on to serve both as a Democratic
representative to the United States Congress and in 1848, the first governor of the state of
Wisconsin. With populations still relatively low in the 1830s, the lack of hotels and other
infrastructure meant that a woman like Mary Williams could be at the heart of political
action.
Although there is no evidence that Williams influenced government policy directly in
either this interaction or any other, we must again suppose that this woman known for her
perspicacity listened carefully to the men's conversations, acquiring knowledge which she
could then pass on to other members of her community. In addition to the social roles played
by indigenous women who turned outsiders into families, a good wife in Northern American
society "sustained the community of women, gossiping, trading . . . watching and warding" in
"Henry Dodge," History, Art, and Archives, U.S. House of Representatives, accessed May 7, 2021,
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order to keep the peace.42 1 Gossip, or women's unofficial speech outside the public world of
men and politics, was nevertheless a valuable commodity, particularly for women or
low-status persons excluded from the decision making process formally. As one historian has
demonstrated, in a small community where neighbors knew one another intimately, the "law"
which ascribed political authority and legal rights only to white men, did not necessarily
align with local reality.422 By this reasoning, we must consider Mary Williams as a woman of
political influence who helped not only her own family but also her community at the Little
Rapids to navigate the changes taking place as a result of American settlement. Though
legally disenfranchised, in 1836 a woman of good standing could hold great power in her
community even if she was part Native.
If this influence existed in the 1830s when she began to write, it was all the more
present by the 1860s, when she began her second diary. By then Mary had lost her ability
(and probably her desire) to take in various lodgers, as there were plenty of hotels in De Pere
just downstream by that point, and she was no longer in want of money. Still, she maintained
her status as a leader among local women, particularly Metis or newly arrived Candians, both
as a social connection and as a moderately wealthy employer. For example, a Mr. Landry
came to work for Williams in the 1860s. He was married to a woman that Mary clearly
mentored, and it appears the couple had recently moved to the region from Canada. In
addition to bringing Mrs. Landry food and small, helpful items to help her get settled, she
brought her the very cradle in which she had rocked John and Margaret Ann.423
Though Williams's interactions with Mr. Landry remain strangely consistent and
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professional throughout this period, her encounters with Mrs. Landry soon escalate. After a
period of settling in, Mrs. Landry repeatedly leaves Mr. Landry's "bed and board," taking
refuge in the Williams residence. We cannot know if Mr. Landry was abusive or if there was
another reason for their unhappiness, but we do know that on more than one occasion Mary
Williams sheltered her employee's wife in her own home, while he continued to perform his
agricultural labors. Then, in August of 1867, Williams writes that during a visit from Mrs.
Landry, "She was taken down to De Pere for stealing."424 We never learn the full story of this
incident, nor whether Mrs. Landry was found innocent or guilty, and this author has been
unable to locate any record of it in county court records. Did Mrs. Williams have her arrested
for taking something, or did the authorities come for her in the Williams home, to accuse her
of a theft in another residence? All we learn in the diary is that soon after the arrest, Williams
travels to De Pere "for witness" in her case. Shortly thereafter another Williams family
member fetches Mrs. Landry back home, and their relationship resumes without another
incident.
In the months that follow Mrs. Landry renews her familiar schedule, interacting with
other community members as if nothing had ever happened. But in February of the following
year Mary again exhibits a rare example of emotion and enthusiasm, writing suddenly: "Mrs.
Landre left my house to go to freedom."425 Freedom from what? From her husband, most
likely? Did Mary Williams arrange a safe, permanent place for this miserable woman? Why
did she fail to get rid of the man, if he was in some way abusive? In any event, perhaps
reflective of many cases of domestic violence even today, just eleven days after her departure
for freedom "Mrs. Mary Jane Landre went back to live with her husband." Using the full
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name for someone in her diary was a consistent pattern for Williams, her way of marking
closure, of washing her hands of them. So, though her endeavors with the Landry family
ultimately failed, Williams nevertheless demonstrated her deep investment in helping new
arrivals to the community. Her work as a domestic employer and as a long-term resident of
this newly "settled" society put her in a position of authority. What is more, it demonstrated
that she belonged there. Indeed, she was helping others belong there as well.
However, the world in which Mary Hobart Williams lived in the second diary was
vastly different from the one she recorded in her first. The community that she helped to
nurture and maintain had by then been subsumed into a new town named for distant
speculator Amos Lawrence in the 1840s.426 The Little Rapids was now just a small part of a
web of growing cities and townships, all along the Fox-Wisconsin Waterway and down the
western shore of Lake Michigan. It still had plenty of residents with French surnames, but
Anglos now dominated, and new families with names like Redemaker or Erickson were
gaining headway. Further afield, Milwaukee had usurped any other claim to largest
settlement, and a new capital, Madison, was constructed on lands purchased by James Doty,
on an isthmus between two lakes. Neither of these cities had been in Governor Cass' mind,
when he originally separated the territory into three counties centered on Fort Mackinac, Fort
Howard, and Prairie du Chien in 1817.427 The community was, based on infrastructure alone,
now firmly part of the United States.
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few people attended because they were held in April, a month where travel was near impossible as the roads
were too muddy but there was still ice on the river. J. E. Duaime, "Early History of Lawrence," De Pere Journal
Democrat, February 14, 1927, Wisconsin Historical Society Website, accessed May 7, 2021,
https://www.wisconsinhistory.org/Records/Newspaper/BA8742.
427 Alice Smith, From Exploration to Statehood: History of Wisconsin, vol. 1. E-Book (Madison: Wisconsin
Historical Society Press, 1973), loc. 3837, 3861.
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In the first diary we saw the most important figures of the day pulling their canoes up
onto the shore, making their way up the hill to come and eat at her table. These were men of
influence among both Americans and indigenous inhabitants, with ties to Washington and
Detroit. Meetings to discuss treaties and land deals took place around her hearth, and the
governor himself slept in one of her beds. Contrast this atmosphere with an interesting
journal entry, recorded in October 1868: "Gen Grant arrived here."428 If she had written this
sentence in 1836, we might be tempted to think that General Ulysses S. Grant himself had
found his way to the Williams residence on some frontier mission, like Governor Henry
Dodge did. (Of course, Grant was a lad of 14 in 1836, not yet even at West Point.) But since
she penned these four words three decades later, we have to ask where General Grant really
was in 1868, in relation to Williams and her property.
In point of fact, just before the presidential election that year General Grant did make
his way to Green Bay. His personal letters verify that he had spent the summer in Galena,
Illinois, and headed north just two weeks before the votes were cast to do some last minute
campaigning.429 Still, when Mary reports that "Gen Grant arrived here," we should not
assume that she meant he arrived at her house or stayed the night in her hospitality. Perhaps
Grant did pass by briefly on his way down the river, and maybe she caught a glimpse of him
waving from a steamboat, but there is little chance she saw him face to face, talked to him,
fed him, got his bed ready, put his boots near the fire, overheard his talk about the wider
world, and passed on this insider knowledge. Though now thoroughly absorbed by the
United States, women like Mary Williams had been severed by this point from their direct
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link to government power and authority. Their local credit and respectable names were still
important, but they could have had very little influence over matters of state.
From a village of a few hundred souls in her childhood, Williams was now one of
more than a million constituant Wisconsinites, though of course as a woman-and even a
white woman-she could not herself cast a vote. Still, consider that the total population of
Wisconsin had surpassed one million by 1870. 430 That is a 70,000% increase in just half a
century, all within Mary Williams's lifetime. Thus, though the Metis community was still
present on the land, as evidenced by the many French names she continued to record in her
diary, and though she was still serving as a "public mother" among them, she was now living
and breathing in a completely different society, so greatly outnumbered by the white
population it appeared her people had ceased to exist.

Williams as Farmer
Let us regroup and return to our central question, about Williams's gender,
indigeneity, and survival on the land. In addition to biological and public mothering,
Williams also worked in the 1830s to take control of the agricultural labor on her farm, in her
husband's absence. Where her role taking in boarders and training servant girls appears to
have been easily accepted as a natural extension of her femininity, her work as a yeoman
farmer was considerably more difficult for her to establish. Her frustration is palpable in a
number of entries in the first diary, following interactions with men who appear to have been
appointed overseers during the many journeys of her spouse. In particular, Mary's brother
William and later a man named Joseph Boucher become the objects of her vexation. It would
Helen Hornbeck Tanner, Atlas of Great Lakes Indian History (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press,
1987), 182.
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take decades for her to fully take over the responsibilities of farm management, which she
only did completely after her husband's death. This marks a distinct difference between her
labor in the first diary and that in the second. By the end of the second volume, she would
give up taking in lodgers entirely as she no longer had need; her farm grew prodigiously in
the postwar years, and she outpaced her neighbors to thoroughly establish herself on the land.
Another rare, long entry comes to us from June 1, 1835, when Mary writes: "William
and Margaret [her sister] came up to try to begin to plant. I think it is time to think of it, for it
is a shame to be treated in that way by my brother. If Mr. Williams had let somebody else
have the land to plant we should have had something else besides oats to eat."43 1 This is the
most opinionated, the most exasperated, that Williams ever sounds in either diary, in an entry
relating not to land seizures or American arrogance (as perhaps one might expect), but to a
field of oats planted late.
Though she was a woman of partially indigenous heritage brought up in the fur trade,
we should not assume that Mary Williams came to the farm lacking agricultural acumen.
Though early Americans considered the Native inhabitants of the Western Great Lakes to be
nomadic hunter-gatherers who moved aimlessly across the landscape, we know today that
this was not the case. The Ho-Chunk in particular were noted for their skills of cultivation,
and the Menominee followed seasonal migration patterns that were flexible but also far from
random. A part of their annual cycle included the planting of com, squash, tobacco, and other
crops, which were predominantly raised by women.432 This production increased in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, as conflict with the Iroquois pushed refugees west.433
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Sleeper-Smith has also documented the productivity of the "nomadic" Anishinaabeg groups,
such as the Michigan Potawatomi, including their "extensive agricultural activity" in the late
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. 434 She tells us that indigenous women raised crops
for sale to traders, and increasingly, mixed-race populations settled in fertile valleys, often on
the edges of swamps that were undesirable to the white population. There the women grew
large amounts of foodstuffs for both consumption and sale on the market, using techniques
specifically adapted to their location.
This is to say, when Williams fought with her brother about what crops to plant in the
summer of 1835, she may not have been coming from a place of ignorance or a complete
newcomer to the idea of farming. Though raising domestic plants looked different in
Menominee and Metis society than it did in the Northern United States, in particular because
it was performed by women rather than men, it was nevertheless an important aspect of life
and self-sustainability in Algonquin tradition. What is more, though the ideal of
Euro-American women remaining in the home while their husbands did the outdoor labor
solidified in this period, white women were in truth also skilled in agriculture in this period.
Rural females regularly participated in the cultivation of vegetable crops and the sale of any
surplus because all hands were needed to do the difficult labor of farming. 435 The issue in
Mary's case, in other words, was not that she wanted to get her hands dirty or help out with
the planting, it was that she wanted to be the one to make higher level decisions about what
was planted when. She wanted to manage things. Her husband was absent and so her brother
assumed this role; Mary clearly thought she could do it better.

Sleeper-Smith, Indian Women and French Men, 78-83. See also Susan Sleeper-Smith, Indigenous Prosperity
and American Conquest: Indian Women ofthe Ohio River Valley, 1 690-1 792 (Chapel Hill: University of North
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This entry is the first we see where her frustration over a lack of decision making
power is visible in the text. Soon enough, however, entries like these become more
prominent. Though she never speaks with the same clear frustration again-stringing along a
few dozen words into multiple, heated sentences-it is nevertheless clear that she was
engaged in a hostile takeover of her own land (land that was unsurveyed, without title, and
seen by the Americans as Menominee territory at this point, if we remember). For example, a
man she calls Joseph Busha [Boucher] or just "J. B." appears to have been hired as an
overseer by Eleazar Williams sometime in 1836. In that year, dozens of entries deal with
activities performed by Boucher, the great majority of which angered Mary. Rather than
railing at him, like she did her brother William however, she used her diary as a tool for
gaining power in the situation.
Shortly after Boucher's arrival, Mary's diary splits. For a few pages there exists a
"diary within a diary"-separate pages which run concurrently, compartmentalized solely to
document his poor management. Perhaps she realized that speaking and writing her
frustrations aloud was getting her nowhere, but a precise logbook of his questionable
activities could be more convincing to those in authority. This again speaks to what we
discussed in the last chapter, about the diary's private audience but public purpose. First, she
says he arrived with "two indians" to build a fence, but of course they were very late. "I was
thinking they were not a coming at all," she says.436 Later, she complains when he begins to
board horses at her farm, without permission. "I feed his horse 14 days and I charge one
dollar a day," she writes.437
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Figure 25. Excerpt from the "Diary within a Diary," Mary (Mrs. Eleazar) Williams Diaries,
University of Wisconsin Green Bay Archives and Area Research Center. Photo by the
author.
Mary Williams demonstrated the power of keeping a written record, when she created a
"diary within a diary" to log the schemes and failings of one hired man, Joseph Boucher.
She used her ability to keep track of business on the farm to overcome her limitations as a
woman and seize control of the land and its management in her later years. Note the final
entry: "Joseph Busha left me."
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Next, he "brought a mare to brak [break] and fed her my hay." Clearly, Williams is
concerned with the way Boucher is taking advantage of her assets, running a business of his
own on the side in his master's absence. One has to wonder whether Mary ever extracted the
fourteen dollars from him. Yes or no, she did extract power from this situation. She did it by
recording the many times when he worked only half days, or when he "don nothing" at all
[Figure 25]. A few words were all it took to demonstrate his incompetence and her own
ability. Perhaps Boucher thought he could get away with some shady dealings with only a
woman to look after him, but he underestimated Mrs. Williams and the power of her written
record. It is satisfying, therefore, both to Mary and to her future readers, when the final entry
of this separate section reads, "Joseph Busha left me." Writing out the full name of an
individual, as we saw with Mrs. Landry, was a pattern she used a number of times to mark
closure after an important or difficult circumstance.
When we contrast this interaction with those between Williams and the men who
work on her farm in diary two, the difference is clear. Eleazar Williams died in 1858 leaving
his wife a widow with significantly more control over her property. In his absence she had
had authority as a "deputy husband," but now she was its sole mistress.438 This was a role she
seized with vigor and worked at diligently for the remainder of her lifespan. In the 1860s, for
example, when Mr. Landry came to fill the place once occupied by Joseph Boucher, it is clear
he works for her and follows her commands. Entries relating to Mr. Landry almost always
include the word "my" in them: he "brought my cattle home," he "commence my sugar
camp," he "brought me some potatoes and green com," and so on.439 This sort of language is
not present in the first diary. Overally, Mary Williams in the second speaks with considerably
4 38
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more authority than Mary Williams in the first. Indeed, a number of men serve a similar
purpose in the 1860s and 1870s, and again it is evident that they are in her employ. For
example, Mr. Carpenter "commence my hay," Mr. Crabb "mowed my grass," and Mr.
Lafromboise "made [a] trough for me," "pull my pease," and "work one [day] for me. "440
What is more, oats are still sown and harvested in the second diary-on her own
schedule rather than her brother's naturally-but now there are also currants, apples, com,
peas, rye, buckwheat, and of course potatoes. In addition, she incorporates diverse livestock
by the 1860s, and it is clear from the sums in the margin that she is making a tidy profit. She
includes dairy cattle, geese, chickens, turkeys, pigs, horses, oxen, sheep, goats, doves, dogs,
and cats. (The "farm dog" is a pug named Harland, so perhaps more a status symbol and
emotional companion rather than a practical commodity. )441 The products derived from these
animals reveal the elaborate operation that Williams ran after her husband's departure and
death. She regularly sells butter or wool at De Pere, trades cattle with her neighbors, and
notes when various female animals "have a beau," that is, are paired with a buck or a bull for
breeding purposes. 442 Remember, rural women did not often align with the "separate spheres"
model made famous by the urban middle-class, as even with their husbands present farming
required their regular assistance. 443 Williams was such an assistant in the first diary, in charge
perhaps of only the domestic sphere including her little kitchen garden, but she was wholly in
command by the second.
Clearly, she was able to do this thanks to the expanded market and the American
economy. The 1850 census reports that her property was worth $2,000, significantly more
440
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than that of her neighbors. 444 She was also benefiting emotionally, I believe, and genuinely
had an affection for her animals that doesn't always appear when she discusses humans. Her
commentary about one cow named Miss Cato, for instance, reveals a particular tenderness. In
addition to "having a beau," Miss Cato's calves are named, her health recorded, and one time
Mary even notes that she had been "attacked by a bear" (don't worry, she recovers).445 Unlike
in the first diary, where her tone is one of frustration when she mentions the farm at large, in
diary two she comes off as confident, content, and proud of her accomplishments. In other
words, she was unquestionably benefitting from the settler colonial economy. Had she lived a
century earlier, a woman with her ambitions would have perhaps run her own trading post, or
become an interpreter of influence. Neither Menominee, nor Metis, nor American society,
however, encouraged women to become entrepreneurs like this, developing economic
systems to support themselves as heads of a family. Williams's story points to the fact that we
must all act within the framework of our times, but there will always be those who find ways
to to push at the boundaries.
A solid reputation and a meticulous, even overcompensating assiduousness were
necessary for her to develop this property, however, above and beyond what would have been
required for white men like Boucher, Landry, or even Erickson. Being a lone woman and a
person of color, it is remarkable she was able to legalize her claim to the land, much less turn
it into something of value and then keep it. One slip-up could have destroyed her social
capital and brought down her small kingdom, entirely. She did not just succeed in the
American system, she did so despite significant disadvantages.
And so, Williams's success as a livestock farmer defies common conceptions of both
444 1850 Federal Census, Lawrence, Brown County, Wisconsin, United States, page 1, accessed May 8, 2021,
https://www.ancestry.com/imageviewer/collections/8054/images/4191531_00128?ssrc=&backlabel=Return.
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single, American women and also people of indigenous heritage in the nineteenth century
West. Indeed, Williams had no apparent qualms with becoming one of Wisconsin's first dairy
farmers, a trade that the state is known for even to this day. Elizabeth Baird, her creole peer
at the Bay who wrote more eloquently for the public than she did, displayed a clear disgust
with milk, butter, and daily cattle, as consuming milk from other mammals was unheard of in
Odawa society. 446 But Williams just saw opportunity there. She also took no issue with the
clearing of land for timber, building fences, or other aspects of farming and private property
ownership that would have been foreign and even anathema to her indigenous ancestors.
Indeed, the Menominee continued to resist the idea of private land ownership well into the
1830s and have fought hard up to the present century to hold tribal resources in common.447
We must consider the complexity, therefore, of Williams's survival on the land and
her success as an individual farmer. On the one hand, the strategies she implemented allowed
her to keep her dowry in indigenous hands for almost a century longer than the surrounding
territory. It also allowed her to remain on her land personally, to wrest it from less competent
overseers, and to develop it into something rich and worth admiring. By adapting her labor to
the American agricultural economy, she was able to not only survive in Wisconsin, she was
able to achieve the American Dream. Yet on the other hand, building her farm required her to
become one with the system of settler colonialism, which not only pushed out other
indigenous inhabitants, it also caused harm to the natural ecosystem-the rivers, plants,
Murphy, Great Lakes Creoles, 251.
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animals, and soil that her Menominee kin relied upon and respected. She was a Metis dairy
farmer, an indigenous settler colonist, a member of a Native kin network who set out to
establish herself as an individualist-all identities that render her contradictory and complex.
Fortunately, we do not have to reconcile these incongruities in order to find meaning in
Williams's experience.

Williams in the Industrial Economy
Wholly integrated into the new American economy by the 1860s and benefiting
heartily from its development, Williams-like the culture hero Nanabozho-nevertheless had
to adjust to new technologies that could bring both opportunity and destruction. For example,
Williams was born in an era when long-distance travel was only possible on the rivers. The
boats that passed her house in the 1830s, which she observed carefully and recorded, were
mostly powered by human hands. Her home, too, was at the center of the world then, because
of its location between the Great Lakes and the Mississippi [Figure 26]. But as soon as
soldiers arrived at Fort Howard and other military posts like it, roads began to be constructed
which could take a traveler in any direction. Then, in the late 1860s, the first railroads began
to be built. Though it had never been an uncharted wilderness, as it seemed to newcomer
Americans, how it felt to live and move across the landscape was much different in her later
diary than it had been when she was a young woman.
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Figure 26. Road to the Williams House, mid-nineteenth century. In Fred L. Holmes,
Alluring Wisconsin: The Historic Glamor and Natural Loveliness of an American
Commonwealth (Milwaukee: E. M. Hale and Co., 1937).
River travel was the preferred method of travel before the 1840s, but Americans began to
build substantial roads as soon as they arrived in 1816. This road to the Williams's farm
was constructed by troops from Fort Howard. Later, a railway would be constructed along
this route, dividing the Williams property from the waterway and bringing industrialization
to the region. We can imagine the effort it took to pump the hand car over these hills, as
Williams mentions in her diary.

In 1867 Williams reported that a fence had been put up where the new rail line was
to be. This fence cut between the river and her home and likely impeded movement on the
property. 44 8 She ceased writing for a few years then, and so we never hear of the railway's
actual construction. Later, she only mentions the train to say one day in 1876 that she and the
girls had "had a smash upon the hand car" (passenger-powered rail car typically used for
maintenance purposes). 449 Presumably this means she and the other women in her household
had a fun time making use of the vehicle, not that there was a crash or a destructive event. If
this is the case, it paints a lovely picture of the sixty-six year old Williams, so often serious
44 8
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and thin lipped, feeling the wind in her hair as the girls pumped the arms of the handcar
faster and faster. This is to say that, although the train cut through her farm and undoubtedly
brought noise and commotion to the quiet bank of the river, impeding movement, obstructing
the view, it was also a novel development that brought joy to her family. Her lack of
negativity about industrial development in general may also simply indicate that she
welcomed it and found the noise and novelty exciting-an indication of progress.
Unlike the railway, which was built during a period when Williams was not writing,
the construction of locks and dams and the passing of steamboats up and down the Fox River
is regularly mentioned in the diaries. When Henry Schoolcraft made his voyage along with
Lewis Cass back in 1820, he had described the untamed river as, "a muddy stream,
abounding equally in rocks and savannahs, and enclosed with a steep coast, and frightful
rocks. "450 Mary and Eleazar Williams erected their first, modest cabin on the shores of these
bountiful but unpredictable waters, where traders had long braved the rapids or portaged
around them. In 1836, however, the Fox River Hydraulic Company, which had just been
formed in De Pere, began construction of the first dam at the rapids. Though this helped to
regulate flooding, it raised the water levels, which required the Williams family to vacate
their dwelling and build again higher on the hill. "I moved in my new house," she tells us in
December of 1838, without mentioning the change to the landscape which led to her
relocation. 45 1 Ironically, the flooding was caused in part by William Dickinson, the American
who had come the previous April to help her put out the fire set by Oneida fishermen.
Dickinson founded the settlement at De Pere downriver from the Williams Claim with its
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hydraulic power in mind and had immediately become involved with industrialism there.452
Even after this first project in 1836, however, the Fox River remained unpredictable
and unreliable for river travelers. According to a more recent report by the National Park
Service, the Fox River drops fifty feet in a 1.5 mile stretch at Kaukauna, the segment just
upriver from Mary's dwelling.453 So, in 1851, the Board of Public Works of the new state of
Wisconsin contracted with Mr. Morgan Martin, an American who lodged at least twice with
Mary in the 1830s and worked with the Grignons on land dealings. He was tasked with
building a canal alongside these rapids, including five locks that would deepen the waters
and make the river accessible to larger vessels. Previously, intrepid river travelers had
navigated these falls by canoe, as we saw in the "Wild Ride" of John Lawe in the 1840s. The
opening of this canal in 1854, therefore, was instrumental to the developing trade economy,
as it allowed steam ships and other large vessels to traverse the Fox-Wisconsin waterway,
linking Lake Michigan in the northeast to the Mississippi in the Southwest [Figure 27]. In
1856 the first commercial vessel, the Aquila, passed by Mary's house on its way from the
Bay to the Mississippi, though completion of the entire system did not take place until the
1870s, something Mary notes in her diary. She also records the way Metis men (including her
cousin Michael Daroucher) participate in this construction.454 One conclusion we can draw
from this is that the Wisconsin creoles were once again being drawn into the larger Atlantic
economy through the alteration of natural resources, as they had during the fur trade.
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Figure 27. The Fox- Wisconsin Riverway, connecting Lake Michigan (and the Atlantic
seaboard) to the Mississippi River. From "Traveling Wisconsin's Waterways," Wisconsin
Historical Society, accessed May 9, 2021,
https://www.wisconsinhistory.org/Records/lmage/lM89035.
The construction of the Kaukauna lock and dam in the 1850s opened the riverway to larger
vessels and allowed for large-scale travel and trade. This construction took place within a
mile of the Williams's farm, opening the river to larger vessels and connecting her farm to
the vast market economy.
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Those who did not participate directly, like Mary Williams, nevertheless felt its
impact. The passing of the first steamer through the locks in 1856 must have been a notable
event, for example, though sadly we do not have a diary for this period. By the 1860s,
however, Williams ceased to be impressed; she stopped noting every boat and river traveler
who passed by, as she had in her first diary. Travel had just increased so significantly.
Instead, she reserved her entries for special occasions, such as the first steamboat of the
year.455 This event became a new annual ritual that marked the breaking up of the ice, the
sugaring season, and everything else associated with spring. In addition, the voyages of
commercial vessels also opened new markets for her farm products, which she regularly sold
at De Pere to a much broader public than she had at hand in the 1830s. In other words, by
remaining on the landscape through the period of industrialization, when they were vastly
outnumbered by Americans, the Metis inhabitants of the new state of Wisconsin participated
in its industrial transformation. They helped to build the state while they were adapting to it
and benefited from it in complicated ways. Mary Williams of course had to relocate to higher
waters, but without the damming projects she would not have been able to build such an
elaborate estate.
Industrialization had other negative impacts on the land and its resources, with
repercussions that continue to the present. Examining them also puts pressure on Mary's
indigenous identity as we might consider it today. When Schoolcraft navigated the Fox River
waters by canoe in 1820, he remarked that they were "covered with a luxuriant growth of the
wild rice" that made travel difficult.456 The rice, or manoomin, which gave its name to the
Menominee, also brought large numbers of waterfowl, which were "killed in such numbers,
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that the Indians, while the season lasts, are not put to the trouble of hunting for any other
description of animal." Beaver and martin, he says, had been hunted to near extinction, but
"otter, mink, and muskrat are still common." Nearby there are also "two species of trout, the
lake herring, black and white bass, sturgeon, mosquenonge, white fish, pike, gar, perch,
catfish... and shellfish."457 This was a region recognized at once by the Americans as
bountiful in its resources.

Figure 28. Bird 's Eye View of Green Bay, Wisconsin, 1867, Albert Ruger, accessed May 9,
2021,
https://www.knowol.com/information/wisconsin/old-map-green-bay-wisconsin-1867/.
This image, created to demonstrate Green Bay's productivity and burgeoning industry, also
calls to mind the destruction of wetlands and ecological systems which was required for
large-vessel river transportation. Shipping canals could not coexist, in other words, with
wild rice and sturgeon harvesting.
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Figure 29. Lower Fox River, 2017, accessed May 9, 2021, http://envirohistory.uwgb.org/.
Efforts have been made in recent decades to clean up the Fox River, but it is still far from
the bountiful resource it was when Schoolcraft made his voyage. This image puts the
changes which began in Mary Williams's lifetime into sharp focus.

But by 1867, when the image on the previous page was created [Figure 28], damming
and draining had already destroyed many of the Fox Watershed wetlands, threatening the
ecosystem as well as these abundant food sources, which indigenous people had relied upon
for millenia. This process of destruction continued until the mid-twentieth century, when the
Fox River became known not for its bounty, but for its heavy pollution, caused in part by the
paper mills which still define Kaukauna today [Figure 29].458 Though efforts to clean and
protect the river are the public status quo in our present era, American society still has not
developed a way to live in harmony with natural ecosystems. And so, in the "pro-progress"
4 58 This author remembers the distinct smell which marked your proximity to the city, during her childhood in
the 1990s.
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diary entries of Mary Williams that reference damming, steam travel, and other forms of
industrial construction-which by all appearances she found to be entirely exhilarating-we
see shadows of a larger destructive process that made traditional, sustainable living
impossible in the region.
Though her relatives had given her this land, possibly in order to keep and preserve it,
Williams and her farm were, by the time of the second diary, part of a much larger movement
to harness the region for human exploitation. "Success" in the Capitalist American system, in
other words, was centered on subduing the land, having dominion over it. Achieving wealth
and prestige was bound up so inextricably with the ill treatment of nature that it was
effectively impossible to be both prosperous and also a careful steward. Still, this is not the
moment when we can point to Williams and say, "Aha, she is a Capitalist, so now she is no
longer an Indian." We can assert, however, that the American system stood in direct conflict
with the principle of care for the natural world at the center of indigenous life and spirituality,
then and today. Perhaps these struggles kept her up some nights, but in her diary she merely
stated when changes occurred, not her emotional reaction to them. She would, once again,
navigate the change, whether good or bad and no matter how she felt about it, in order to
survive and remain on her place.
In this vein, Williams also points in her diaries to the highly profitable lumber
industry which defined Wisconsin in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. "Don
rolling logs," she records in one example, three words that paint another vivid image: of
hired men chopping down trees and walking logs downriver to the mill, where the fresh
timber was loaded onto boats and transported east to the Erie Canal or west to the
Mississippi.459 Williams, like many others (including the Menominee now confined to their
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reservation), profited from this well-known Wisconsin industry, but they also saw the
devastating effects of forest fires said to have been caused by errant lumbermen. Notably, the
Great Peshtigo Fire of 1871 remains the deadliest wildfire in American history, with 1.5
million acres consumed by the blaze and between 1,200 and 2,400 lives lost.460 (It occurred
on the exact same day as the Great Chicago Fire of greater fame.) Though the conflagration
crossed the Bay and ignited the Door County Peninsula, it missed the Fox Valley just barely,
and thus the Williams property remained unscathed [Figure 30]. Even so, the many diary
entries that reference fire following the year 1871 take on a new intensity, knowing how
close Williams had come to being a victim of the destruction. Six years after the Peshtigo
Fire, for example, she records that, "The last week in July Mr. Johnson set fire in his field
and the fire run."46 1
From these examples, we see how Mary Williams and the creole community of the
Fox River Valley adapted to the tremendous changes, both helpful and destructive, which
took place in the nineteenth century as part of the transportation revolution. Though these
enterprises severely altered the landscape and made self-sustaining hunting and foraging
impossible, they also benefited the Metis who wished to sell their goods on the market or to
gain employment in construction, transportation, or logging. By contrast, labor that one
might consider traditionally indigenous is conspicuously absent in both diaries. This is
because Williams worked hard, even harder than her mother had, to make her home appear
wholly American. Invisibility and respectability were matters of survival, as I have already
said.

"The Great Midwest Wildfires of 1871," National Weather Service, National Oceanic and Atmospheric
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Figure 30. 187 1 Peshtigo Fire (map), "The Great Midwest Wildfires of 1871," National
Weather Service, accessed May 9, 2021, https://www.weather.gov/grb/peshtigofire2.
This blaze, which claimed 1,400-2,400 lives in 1871, avoided the Williams farm by
approximately twenty miles. Survivors' tales tell of not only the fire's spread, but also "fire
storms" and even tornadoes full of fire, which burned some communities off the map.
Though Mary remained personally unscathed, the epicenter of the fire at Peshtigo was only
fifty miles to the East of the Menominee Reservation. The psychological impact of this
tragedy affected lives across the state.

Moreover the fur trade, which had been the impetus of creolization, was in decline
throughout this period. There is, therefore, no mention of the preparation of furs, the drying
and curing of meat for pemmican, or any of a number of other tasks traditionally performed
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by creole women.462 Again, our view is limited since only interactions with outsiders were
recorded in the diaries. Perhaps she or one of the other girls stitched trade beads onto
buckskin, bought fine fabric to make into ribbon skirts, or braided sweetgrass to fashion
household containers-Mary Williams would never say. We must also remember that any
labor performed by an indigenous person is, by definition, indigenous labor, whether or not it
was done before European contact. Still, the rare moments when tasks stand out as "Native"
in the diaries deserve to be mentioned briefly, as they point to a continuity of culture that
remained, even after decades of transformation.
The harvesting of wild rice is mentioned only one time in the second diary. By this
point the plant which had once clogged the river so thoroughly for the 1820 Cass expedition
was probably hard to find. Mary's adopted daughter Josephine, whom we will meet shortly,
also points to indigenous skills making their way into the next generation. She engages in
raccoon and rabbit hunts on multiple occasions and one time, spearfishing.463 "Josephine
spear 19 fishes[!]" Mary writes. (Like her mother, she seems to have enjoyed defying gender
expectations.) Josephine also keeps doves beginning in the 1870s, one of which she calls
"Miss Omemie," a word that means dove in the Menominee language. This incredibly small
but poignant moment demonstrates how indigenous lifeways had been altered severely by the
coming of millions of Americans and the incorporation of this land into the United States.
Still, traditions endured, the language endured, and what was presented outwardly as
American for the sake of belonging did not always align with the personal, the private, and
the life of the family.
The most obvious example of traditionally indigenous labor in the diaries I have
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already stated: the tapping of maple trees to make sugar, typically from February to April of
each year. In Chapter 1 we examined the importance of this annual event in creole society,
and it remained a staple in the Williams household through both of her diaries.464 Though
practiced by many races of people in the present day, the tradition is indigenous to North
America-the only place sugar maples grow. Its practice dates back thousands of years.
According to Anishinaabeg legend, Gitchee Manitou (the Great Spirit) created the trees to
produce a thick syrup, which required only a little stick pushed under the bark to access.465
Nanabozho then went out to the villages, but he found people "were not fishing in the
streams or the lake. They were not working in the fields hoeing their crops. They were not
gathering berries." Finally, he found them in the grove of maple trees near the village. "They
were just lying on their backs with their mouths open, letting maple syrup drip into their
mouths," he said. So Nanabozho began to pour buckets of water on the trees, which watered
down the sap. From this moment on, the people have had to gather wood, build fires, and
spend countless hours reducing the product down for their enjoyment each year.
What is most interesting about this story is that Nanabozho did not water down the
trees in order to punish the people for their languor. He did it because he wanted to make
them sharper and better than even the creator had made them. If they were "fat and lazy,"
how would they survive if things got difficult, he wondered? Maple syrup, like wild game,
sturgeon, berries, and foraged plants, was abundant on the land, but it now required effort to
acquire. This would be good for his children, he believed. We must keep this legend in mind
as we look at the practice of maple sugaring in the Williams diaries. She does not go out to

4 64 "Maple Sugar," Milwaukee Public Museum, accessed May 13, 2021,
https://www.mpm.edu/content/wirp/ICW-183.
4 65 "Manabozho and the Maple Trees," An Ojibwe Legend, accessed May 10, 2021,
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collect it personally, but she does faithfully record when the season begins and ends each
year. In diary one, we most often hear about sugaring through her Menominee Mother: "My
mother went out to the sugar camp," for instance, or, "My Mother started from here to go
home, she made a great deal of sugar this spring."466 In the first diary, the camp clearly
remains a social place, a Metis gathering in celebration of spring where the hard work
engendered by Nanabozho was performed communally. Her brother William cuts wood, the
children run out to get sap, and a surprising number of babies (including Mary's own
nephew) are born at the camp.467
But by the second diary sugaring too had been incorporated into Mary Williams'
for-profit farm. Instead of "the sugar camp" it was now "my sugar camp," where local men of
different backgrounds were hired to assist in the building of shanties and the chopping of
wood, rather than gathered together as part of an extended family.468 Her mother had also
passed away by this time, though other Menominee family members we will discuss in the
next section likewise went out annually. Reproductive laboi-that is, the birthing of babies
still took place at the camp, but far less frequently than it once did. The picture we have of
the sugaring tradition from the Williams diaries is, therefore, one of continuity and tradition
as well as adaptation to the American economy. Nanabozho tricked the people into working
for their sugar, which they continued to do in the late nineteenth century. But they in tum
out-tricked the trickster, hiring others to do the work for them and selling it as a commodity.
By and large, these details from Williams' diaries help to complicate overly simplistic ideas
about nineteenth century indigeneity. Native Americans after the Civil War in Wisconsin
were living both on and off "the rez." They were employing new arrivals, building fences,
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selling butter, lumbering, building locks and dams, and cavorting on hand-cars. They were
also turning traditional products into items for sale in the capitalist marketplace, possibly to
one demi-god's chagrin.

Conclusion
This chapter was intended to demonstrate that Mary Hobart Williams performed
many tasks in her lifetime which supported her life at the Little Rapids. Critically, if she had
not been able to adapt these labors to meet new demands brought about by American
settlement, she certainly would not have been able to hold on to her property. Yet these
adaptations-born from her indigenous heritage as well as her personal perspicacity-also
complicated her identity as a woman of indigenous heritage. How she changed through her
life forces us to ask irresolvable, uncomfortable questions like: Can you be an indigenous
capitalist? Can you be a Native settler colonist? Can you forfeit or tarnish your indigeneity?
First, Mary Williams became known for her hospitality early on, demonstrating the
way she served as a "Public Mother," building bridges in the changing social landscape. In
the 1830s she took in creole girls and trained them in the gendered labor of American-style
housework, skills which were critical to acceptance in the white community. In her husband's
absence, she also took in boarders-some of them important political figures involved in
treaties or speculation-and was therefore able to support herself using money as well as
information garnered from those who were actively plundering the land. 469 By the second
diary, her public role had faded somewhat, as a burgeoning population made politics a more
distant arena for rural women. Still, she remained a leading figure among the local residents,
helping newcomers resettle in the community. She demonstrated, by harvesting hundreds of
469
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social acquaintances, that she belonged among them, despite her husband's misdeeds and her
part-Indian identity. At the same time, she struggled to take control of the farm in her
husband's absence, and once widowed became the authoritative head-of-household firmly in
control of the property.
Caught up in a larger system of land hunger and plunder, however, Mary Hobart
Williams was a creole woman who now leaned toward "progress." Though she and her
family continued to participate in "traditional" indigenous labors such as maple sugaring and
harvesting wild rice, by the 1860s she was almost entirely invisible as an "Indian" to the
Americans. In the final chapter, we will examine this family more closely to see how her
definitions of "kin" both changed and stayed the same between her two diaries.
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Chapter 6: Finding Family
We have seen so far how Mary Williams adapted to the changes brought about by the
settler colonial process, by ordering her world in the pages of the diaries and also by
incorporating new labor strategies to succeed in the market economy. A final trend that is
evident in both of the texts, which we will discuss in this chapter, is the way she interacts
with individuals of diverse races and places of origin throughout her long lifetime. From a
member of the original Metis community, to a student among the Americans, to a wife with a
vast social network that included Oneida, Metis, Anglos, and later also Dutch, Germans,
Norwegians, and more, Williams put her skills to use to intentionally craft a vast, new
kinship network that stabilized her for decades. Though later she unfairly developed a
reputation as a lonely old woman, her diaries demonstrate that her ample social skills and
ability to adapt her identity to meet the desires of newcomers was central to her family's
continuity and survival on the land. By family, however, I do not wholly mean her peripatetic
husband, nor her distant son John; I mean instead the two women who lived with her for
decades in her later years: "Little Mary," the adopted Menominee girl who grew up to be her
companion Nanny Williams, and the daughter whom they raised together, Josephine.

The Lost Dauphin
In order to remain stable on her land at the Little Rapids for more than six decades,
Williams needed a large family network on whom she could depend. Kinship systems, we
have already seen, defined belonging in indigenous society, rather than national citizenship,
perceived race, or religious affiliation. 470 Likewise, we know that mixed race families were
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"the web that held the West together," as infrastructure and state authority was limited in
borderlands regions. Even in the eastern states, it was dangerous to be an outsider who was
unaffiliated with a family, while residing in a rural village. 47 1 Thus, Mary Williams needed to
surround herself with family and kin in order to maintain her reputation and status, as her
community rapidly changed from creole village, to settler town, to American city. In
Williams's case, of course, she had not come to Wisconsin unaccompanied and without
recommendation, like so many newcomers; the village, instead, came to her, settling all
around her and even on the land she had been given by her relatives before Wisconsin was a
state, which she had been forced to part with. Throughout her life, Williams had to choose
whether to embrace and incorporate these newcomers or to resent their intrusion and keep
herself separate from them. Of course, she spent a lifetime making an effort to do the former,
turning these strange arrivals into resources rather than enemies seeking her removal.
First, let us look at the most obvious social ties she possessed, which have been
considered central to her life by earlier historians. In the previous chapter, we saw that her
son John was her only living biological child, but he distanced himself from his mother as he
aged. Likewise, we know that her husband Eleazar did not provide her much support.
Though born a Mohawk, he was educated by distant Puritan relatives who resented his
presence, leading to a lifetime of identity conflict and struggle to make a name for himself in
American society. 472 After a decade of restless travel to and from the East alongside her
husband, his young wife began to construct a life for herself that was largely separate from
the man. "Mr. Williams arrived from New York after being about two year from home," she
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wrote in September 1836.473 Eleven days later she reported, "Mr. Williams left here for New
York" again. This is to say, from the 1830s onward she remained put, while her husband
journeyed incessantly. When he came home, she tended to decamp for her siblings' homes in
Green Bay, until he left again. Neither her son nor her husband, therefore, were sufficient kin
to keep her going.
The final decade of Eleazar Williams's life is worth briefly recounting, if only to
demonstrate how far he had drifted from his wife by midcentury. (Again, this is the man who
up to now has dominated Mary Williams's story in history.) By the 1840s Eleazar's schemes
as a missionary and speculator had dried up, as American sovereignty solidified east of the
Mississippi. He returned for a while in the 1840s, helping to found a new town on the land he
sold off to Amos Lawrence. But it seems that money had been spent by 1850, so he was
forced to develop a new strategy to make ends meet. Not inclined to retire as a farmer like his
wife, he instead began to travel again, seeking credulous benefactors. On his steamboat
travels to and from the Great Lakes, he spun a yarn that made him moderately famous before
his death in 1858, ensuring that his papers would be preserved for posterity, and with them
his wife's two diaries.
In 1853 one American was convinced by Eleazar Williams' new story and published
a book titled The Lost Prince.474 Williams had persuaded its author John Holloway Hanson
that he was, in fact, Louis Charles Capet, the son of Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette of
French Revolution fame. He did not die in prison as a young child after his parents'
gruesome guillotining, he said, but had been hidden away among the Iroquois where no one
would think to look for a king. Though he grew up unaware of his ancestry, Williams told
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Hanson that he learned of his lineage later in life, when the son of the current monarch Louis
Phillipe approached him on a steamship and begged him to sign a document renouncing his
claim to the French monarchy.475 Prompted by the usurper's questions, Williams began to
recall clouded memories of abuse in prison as a boy, and when he realized to his
astonishment that the scars on his body matched those reputed to belong to the young prince,
he was reluctantly convinced. Of course, Eleazar Williams was not the only man to recall
such shady memories in this period. Others, too, spun yams that drew in funds based on the
tragic story of young Louis Capet. But thanks to Hanson's book and a series of talks
Williams gave in the eastern states, he persuaded a small but significant portion of the
American populace that he was, indeed, royalty. (Perhaps Hanson did not truly believe the
tale, but he thought he could at least make a profit from it.)
To solidify his new story, Williams played up his racial ambiguity. Though for many
years he had acknowledged both his Mohawk and his Puritan forbearers, and indeed the
archive is full of the genealogical records he gathered which link him to Esther Williams and
the Deerfield Williams clan, he now denied his mixed-race, English ancestry and claimed his
aquiline nose and "regal" features were a product of his noble French lineage [Figure 31].476
One recently arrived American to Wisconsin seemed taken in by this story, describing him as
"decidedly more of the olive than the copper hue." She noted his "grave, almost melancholy"
disposition which gave him a royal air as well.477 Nobility and aristocratic behavior in this
period were, after all, still conceived of as innate qualities, biologically inherited. Thus, by

Oberg, Professional Indian, 165-170.
Oberg, Professional Indian, 188-189. Geoffrey E. Buerger, "Eleazar Williams: Elitism and Multiple Identity
on Two Frontiers," in Being and Becoming Indian: Biographical Studies ofNorth American Frontiers, ed.
James A. Clifton, 112-136 (Prospect Heights, Ill.: Waveland Press, 1989), 134.
477 Juliette A. M. Kinzie, Wau-Bun: "The Early Day " in the North- West (Carlisle, Mass.: Applewood Books,
2010 [1856]), Chapter IV.
475

4 76

233

"acting royal" Eleazar could convince the gullible that he was biologically no Indian.478 He
let Hanson do most of the talking, while he humbly received aid from his many new patrons.

Figure 31. Eleazar Williams Portrait, 1853, National Portrait Gallery, Smithsonian,
accessed May 12, 2021, https://npg.si.edu/object/npg_NPG.75.40.
Here, Eleazar Williams is portrayed as a prince of French descent, as a part of his larger
"Lost Dauphin" scheme. Contrast this image with his 1832 portrait in Chapter 3 (Figure
15), where Williams is clearly a man of indigenous heritage. Unlike Catlin's portrait, a
painter known specifically for his humanizing pictures of Native American people, this
painting was intentionally commissioned to downplay Williams's Native features. Where
once he had been an ambitious preacher who acknowledged his biracial heritage and put
his Haudenosaunee skillset to work converting souls to Christ (and to relocation west),
now he was a humble victim of circumstance, looking not for justice but for humble
recognition and perhaps a dinner invite.
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Those who had known him before, of course, were less easily persuaded. "In Green
Bay, the story was universally ridiculed," writes one early local historian.479 Few at the Bay
may have believed the tale, but its notoriety made the Bay community temporarily famous in
the tabloid press. This led local historians and hobbyists alike to resurrect the narrative as an
amusing piece of local lore in subsequent generations. In 1905, for example, Publius V.
Lawson published Prince or Creole? The Mystery of Louis XVII, which not so subtly worked
to convince his readers that indeed, Williams was the lost dauphin of France.480 "I could not
take my eyes off him, and could see in his face, figure, and manner nothing of the half-breed
Indian," said one of Lawson's sources, who heard him speak in Baltimore. "I could not help
thinking that, had he been clad in royal robes he would have looked every inch a king." At
the same time, others such as the Milwaukee lawyer William Wight set out in the opposite
direction, to adamantly refute the story that had made the state look ridiculous, not only
because it was false, but because people were being tricked by colored man.48 1 After calling
him nothing more than a "fat, lazy, good for nothing Indian," which we have already seen, he
linked his lazy indigeneity to his being "cunning and crafty"-his Indian nature, so to speak.
Wight asserts that there wasn't "a man in Green Bay whose word commanded less
confidence than that of Eleazar Williams," which was likely true. Even so, the debate brought
attention to a man, and no doubt to his wife as well, fascinating thousands because it
triggered a larger debate about innate nature and biologically derived qualities inherited by
each "race." We could say that both Mary and Eleazar Williams manipulated this
pseudoscientific theory for their own benefit, though to very different ends. Each "acted"
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white in order to gamer material resources and social connections that allowed them to
survive.
The story of the Lost Dauphin persisted well into the twentieth century in Green Bay.
In 1981, an opera was written about him by Dr. Walter P. Dennis, a University of Wisconsin
- Oshkosh music professor who used "120 pieces of source material at the Brown County
Library" to craft his modem rendition of the story. 482 (Mary Williams's part was sung by
Mary Karst, a local middle school teacher.) To this day, the legend of the lost dauphin is
recounted in the region, with few people believing the tale but everybody enjoying the
titillating idea of a child prince from an ancient line secreted away, only learning of his true
heritage after years spent in what is now the land of football, cheese, and beer. The
juxtaposition makes for a compelling story that will no doubt endure for another century. The
result of this seemingly harmless local legend, which puts a bit of a shine on a reputedly
colorless, Midwestern city, however, is that it completely obstructs the value of Mary
Williams's story, and of lives being lived in early Wisconsin which really were secret,
mysterious, and entertaining-and not at all fabricated.
In addition to Mary Williams, whose mother Marguerite was of high enough status in
Menominee society for her daughter to be granted 4,800 acres of land as a dowry, Mary also
had friends who came from the best Menominee and Metis families-which we could, in a
way, call "royalty." A small New Years party she threw in 1836, for example, included her
brother William, her sisters Margaret and Domitile, her uncle Amable Durocher, the
American speculator F. F. Hamilton, and "Miss Elizabeth Jacobs," who was the daughter of a
Marinette Chevalier Jacobs, known to history as "Queen Martinette."483 After her first
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marriage to the French trader Jean B. Jacobs ended, Martinette married the trader William
Farnsworth a la fa{:on du pays, right around the time when Judge Doty was making this a
scandalous form of union (as we saw in Chapter 2). 484 Though perhaps elite Americans
would have seen this woman as unsavory, her own elite status among the Menominee is what
allowed her new partner to build a trading network that threatened John Jacob Astor's
American Fur Company in Northern Wisconsin.
What is more, when Farnsworth left her in 1833 Jacobs continued to trade on her
own, building a small empire for herself and her children by the 1850s through her skill as a
go-between in both American and Menominee society. She became known as well for her
charitable nature, serving the Menominee community during a time of tremendous
oppression. The city of Martinette, Wisconsin, is named for this woman, who was of course
no queen by European standards but was nicknamed as one for her prominent place in the
community. This is all to say that, although the Eleazar Williams story is interesting and
deserves to be told from time to time, in the context of his larger struggle for identity and
recognition, it should not continue to overshadow the histories of women like Mary Williams
or Martinette Jacobs, whose lives were just as interesting, and far more authentic.
This is a particularly salient point, considering what happened to her beloved farm
after Mary Williams's death. In the early twentieth century, the lands transferred to the State
of Wisconsin, and officials elected to preserve it as a piece of local history, naming it "Lost
Dauphin Park." This is what it remains to this day, a terribly ironic fact considering how little
Eleazar Williams had to do with the land and its development. 485 After all, he was the one
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responsible for reducing the original holding from the 4,800 acres to the 19 it is today.486 The
historical marker which in 2021 still stands on the property makes no note of the indigenous
inhabitants before American settlement, nor of his Metis wife's long life on the land or role
in its development [Figure 32] . "This site is part of a 4,800 acre tract patented to Eleazar
Williams by the United States," it simply says. "Was he the lost dauphin?"
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Figure 32. Lost Dauphin Park Historical Marker (photo), "Marker 105: Eleazar Williams,"
Wisconsin Historical Markers, accessed May 13, 2021,
http://www.wisconsinhistoricalmarkers. com/2012/07/marker-105-eleazer-williams.html.
This sign demonstrates the way that the mystery of the Lost Dauphin has been emphasized
over the decades, to titillate local audiences. As innocent as the story seems, focusing on
the curious tale has blinded many to the story of land loss caused by settler colonialism, in
which Eleazar Williams played an important part, and to stories of powerful mixed-race
women like "Queen Martinette" or his own wife, Mary Williams.
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Identifying Family
And so, Eleazar Williams may have been a fascinating, troubled man with a curious
history worth remembering, but especially in his later years he was distant from his wife and
nuclear family. He died in relative poverty in 1858 in Hogansburg, New York, a town that
borders the St. Regis Mohawk Reservation.487 John Williams, we know, also remained
distant, though it seems he crafted no fabulous stories about his lineage. He also had only one
child of his own who grew to adulthood. That grandson of Mary Williams, "Mr. George E.
Williams," did visit her once in April 1876, but this single record indicates that she was not
overly close with her biological son or his family.488 So, without her husband or a large brood
of children and grandchildren mucking about, we must look elsewhere to identify Mary
Williams's kin.
In her early years on the farm in the 1830s, she lived surrounded and supported by her
extended relatives, including her parents, siblings, nieces and nephews, aunts and uncles, and
cousins. Her father Joseph Jourdain, for example, "comes up to visit" regularly in the first
diary, sometimes bringing her supplies.489 Her mother, Marguerite (Gravelle) Jourdain, also
visits often, typically on her way to or from the sugar camp, which was probably on the
Williams original claim. Interestingly, Williams's diaries never state that the two parents
traveled together to visit their daughter ten miles upriver from their blacksmith shop at the
Bay. Shortly after the first diary ends, we know Joseph Jourdain relocated to work at the
Menominee Indian Agency on Lake Winnebago. The 1850 census lists him as living only
with his grandson, John, though we know his wife Marguerite survived well into the
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1860s.490 Had she continued on at their house at the Bay? Was she living with Metis or
Menominee relatives elsewhere? We cannot say. Either way, these changes put both parents
at a distance from Mary Williams, by the 1840s.
Her many siblings are also ever present in the first diary, but this declines as well by
the time of the second diary. William, Mary's eldest brother, we already know played a role
in her life in her husband's absence, as temporary overseer of the property. It seems both
siblings possessed a straightforward stubbornness that put them at odds with one another at
times. Eventually, William would marry a newly arrived French Canadian named Seraphine
Poitras and have less time to spend planting oats on his sisters' land. 49 1 Like his father,
Williams became a blacksmith and for many years operated a shop at Portage, where the Fox
River meets the Wisconsin on the way to the Mississippi.492
Next, her eldest sister Susan married an American military officer and seems to have
also distanced herself from the family. Despite their year together as classmates, Susan is
mentioned in only a few entries, including once at a large Grignon wedding where the whole
family was in attendance. 493 She rarely, if ever, made the journey up to see Mary at the Little
Rapids. Her two younger sisters, Marguerite (Margaret) and Domitille (Domitilde/Matilda),
by contrast, who married the brothers Parant from Detroit, are more frequently recorded.494
(She goes back and forth, using both the French and English versions of their names.)
Domitille seems to have been her closest sibling, as she visits Williams on nearly every page
1850 Federal Census, Winneconne, Winnebago County, Wisconsin, United States, house number 1588,
accessed May 3, 2021, https://www.familysearch.org/ark:/61903/3:1:S3HY-DCDS-WTN?i
=13&wc=95R8-SPY %3A1031304 401 %2C1032093301 %2C1032538501&cc =1401638.
49 1 Jean and Les Rentmeester, Early Duck Creek History, Second Edition (Green Bay: Howard-Suamico
Historical Society, 2007), 220.
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in the first diary. "Mr. Barke, Mr J Parant [Domitille's future husband] , Mrs. Christiana, and
Domitille came up here on a horse's back," Mary notes, for example, in April 1837.495 The
mode of transportation speaks to an afternoon's frolic on a spring day, when the siblings were
in their teens and early twenties, newly married, or courting. Sadly, Domitille and her
husband Joseph relocated to Detroit in 1838, where she died soon after of unknown causes.496
Thus, she is entirely absent in the second diary.
The youngest living female member of the Jourdain family was Christiana
(Christine), who married up in the Metis community. She was wed to Hypolite (Paul)
Grignon, a son of Augustin Grignon, and both are mentioned regularly in her sister's diary.
"Paul and Christiana went up to big Cakalin [Kaukauna] ," for example, in July 1836.497 Yet
she too died of unknown causes in 1857, before the second diary begins. Mary Williams's
sibling network, in other words, could not hold her through the postwar period as it had in the
first years of the diary. Additionally, their youngest sibling was the brother named Thomas
who attended the Oneida mission with John in the 1830s. He, like Susan, makes very few
appearances in either diary, for unknown reasons. Perhaps he was too young to have had a
meaningful relationship with his elder sister before her marriage. Later, Thomas also worked
as a blacksmith like his father, according to one source.498 This skill, if we recall from
Chapter 2, helped the family to avoid land loss and obscurity as the fur trade ended, and now
we see it continued to sustain multiple (male) members of the next generation. The sisters

Mary Williams Diaries, April 22, 1837, Green Bay ARC. Presumably she meant "on horseback," not that
they were all riding a single horse.
4 96 Lawson writes that Dornitille died in Detroit in 1834, but she is still present in the diaries until 1838. She
does journey to Detroit "to reside" on June 3 of that year and returned just six weeks later. In her typically
understated fashion when it came to tragedy, could Williams have failed to mention that Dornitille was corning
home a corpse?
4 97 Mary Williams Diaries, July 21, 1836, Green Bay ARC.
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benefitted instead by marrying traders, craftsmen, and military officers-some locals and
some newly arrived. Like his father Joseph Jourdain, Thomas was known for being ''well
liked by everyone," but it seems he never developed a closeness with his sister Mary.
And so we see that in the first diary, the immediate Jourdain family is a vivid
presence. They visit one another in lively groups, and twice Mary hosts the lot, along with
other friends, both Metis and American. 499 This would have been absolutely essential to the
young woman, trying to hold her land from speculators and to establish herself after a decade
of traveling and tragedy. Though her sibling group lived downriver, the ten mile distance
between the Bay and the Williams claim seemed no great obstacle to most of them in the
1830s. However, by the second diary much had changed. Some family members had died,
others departed, and still others were too busy or not interested enough to pay her a visit. For
example, though she does tell us in 1868 that "Mrs. S H Dequendre [Susan] came here" or in
1875 that "My sisters from Green Bay Came," these now appear as rare and noteworthy
events, rather than impulsive social gatherings. 500 Had age changed them? Had the loss of
their parents or the deaths of some siblings made them less inclined to enjoy each other's
company? Whatever the reason, she could or would no longer depend on them.
Her extended, Metis family network likewise declined between the two diaries. In
diary one, for example, her maternal uncle "A. D." [Amable Durocher] is a regular presence.
It's interesting to note that maternal uncles are traditionally important mentors to their nieces
in Menominee society, perhaps more than even fathers, and that is the pattern we see here. 5 0 1
"My uncle A. D." is one of the most mentioned individuals in the first volume; he lodges
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with her, helps her mow, and attends a number of small social gatherings on her property. But
by diary two her uncle has also gone away (though she does mention the death of a Durocher
aunt and visits from Durocher cousins).502 We see a decline, therefore, not only in the
presence of her husband, parents, and siblings, but also her extended biological family.
Similarly, members of the Grignon family likewise make easy, unplanned social visits
regularly in the first diary. We know how powerful this clan had been at the Bay before
Americanization and that their power continued into the mid-nineteenth century, as they
worked as interpreters for the Americans and Menominee. In addition to her brother-in-law
Paul's regular appearance, "Charles Grignon and his sister and George Lawe (John Lawe's
son) and his wife and sister and Elizabeth Grignon arrived here," in one entry. This short list
demonstrates that Williams was rubbing elbows with elite Metis twenty years after the
founding of Fort Howard and the first years of American settlement.503 Yet once again, we
see in diary two that her former connections to the Grignon clan could no longer be called
upon in times of need, or perhaps she just chose not to call on them because she had formed
new relationships. This is because, by and large, the Grignons in the 1870s had dispersed to
various Wisconsin settlements, taking advantage of new opportunities there. The few entries
about Grignons in the second diary, for example, point to members in new cities, such as
Madison and "auclar" [Eau Claire].504 She still had ties to the Grignons and Lawes in her
later years, but these were now rare visits rather than impromptu social gatherings or regular
travels up and down the river.
Even more prominent in diary one than the Grignons or Lawes, however, are French
creole families of middling status, such as the Boisverts, Kelsos, and McCartys who lived
502
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nearby in the 1830s. These were the people who occupied the day-to-day neighborly roles in
Mary's early adult life; they paid call on one another and exchanged both surplus supplies
and gossip. Yet these names also decline or disappear from the diary by the 1860s. In that
period, Williams instead chose to write more about her new Anglo, Dutch, German, and
Norwegian neighbors. French creoles are still present, however, both in the second diary and
on the census records of the era. This includes the Gardipee, LaMure, Ducharme, and Veaux
families, which are mentioned mostly in the second diary.505 It's unclear as to why the
families changed, but we do see two different groups of Francophone people living near
Williams in her lifetime. Some were also more recently arrived French Canadians, like her
sister-in-law Seraphine Portrais. Moreover, these names tend by the 1860s to blend into a
more diverse neighborhood, or to be overshadowed by Anglo surnames.
The point we can make, therefore, is that the Bay creoles were still present in
Wisconsin after the Civil War, but they had dispersed to new settlements, had intermarried
with other populations, or were simply less noticeable because there were so many
newcomers. In other words, the diaries demonstrate that Mary Hobart Williams was
supported by her Metis kin network throughout her lifetime, though it did change through the
years and was supplemented by many new families of diverse origin. The Bay creoles didn't
disappear, but became invisible, as Sleeper-Smith has asserted a number of mixed-race
communities did in the Great Lakes region. 506 In Mary's first years alone on the farm-a
period in her life when she had a particular need after her failed sojourns in the East, the
death of her infant, and her husband's ruin-these men and women supported her materially
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and emotionally. They shifted on the landscape and were dominated by new settlers by the
postwar era, but they remained at least present through both of her diaries.
No one has undertaken the task of tracing the Great Lakes Metis into the twentieth
and twenty-first centuries more broadly, but one scholar has written about the continuity of
creole people in Prairie du Chien, the sister community to the Bay on the Mississippi.507 Her
sources demonstrate that, though Metis-held land was "sold off, piece by piece," creoles
responded by "circling the wagons," that is, by clustering together in extended family units,
often around a senior woman.508 Was Williams such a person? We know there were distinctly
Metis neighborhoods at least in Prairie du Chien into the early twentieth century. Another
scholar has identified a similar trend among the indigenous inhabitants of Natick, in
Massachusetts. That indigenous community became invisible to the white inhabitants when it
lost possession of the land, but nevertheless they "remained in their ancestral territory,
migratory and occupying marginal spaces." maintaining their indigenous identities for
centuries into the present era.509
Again, more research must be conducted in order to ascertain the extent of this
pattern at Green Bay, though it is likely that the trends will be similar based on the Williams
diaries. Pending further research, we can conclude that the mixed-race community at the Bay
lost its hold on the local economy by the 1830s and was vastly outnumbered in time by tens
of thousands of immigrants by the middle of the century. This did not mean that they ceased
to exist as a community, however, or that they disappeared entirely. Their names continue on,
in fact, to this day. There are forty-three Grignons, for example, currently listed in the Green
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Bay white pages, and last year a citizen of the Menominee Nation named Ben Grignon won a
national award for teaching. The current tribal history preservation officer for the Menominee
also carries the Grignon name.5 1 0
So to conclude this section, though the Metis of the Bay remained important to Mary
Williams in her later years, it seems by the 1860s they were no longer the powerful, cohesive
community they had been in in the first diary-building group consensus, voting en bloc, and
manipulating the new American system to their advantage, as we saw previously. Hand in
hand with this change was the dispersal or deaths of the Jourdain siblings by midcentury. At
the same time, Williams's nuclear family also failed to provide her with meaningful
companionship. And so, in the next section we shall see how Williams sought out new
families to make up for this inadequacy in her later years. She carefully recorded how she
added to her kinship network, that vast social system which allowed her to maintain her
reputation as a respectable, competent woman. To get her work done, retain her "insider"
status in the community, and be socially fulfilled as a human being, she had to form new
connections with more recent migrants. In so doing, she ironically became an "original
settler," linked not so much to the indigenous inhabitants as to the first Europeans.

New Neighbors
To restate, by the mid nineteenth century, the Metis community of the Fox River
Valley could no longer meet Mary Williams's social needs. For this reason, she adapted yet
again, by crafting for herself a new kin network, and even a new immediate family. As an
Grignon in Green Bay, White Pages, accessed May 1 2, 202 1 , https://www.whitepages.com/name/
Grignon/Green-Bay-WI?fs= 1 & searchedName=grignon&searchedLocation=Green%20Bay, %20WI ; Frank
Viasvilas, "Menominee Teacher Wins National Human, Civil Rights Award," Green Bay Press Gazette, July 1 7,
2020 ; "Historic Preservation," The Menominee Indian Tribe of Wisconsin, accessed May 12, 202 1 ,
https://www.menominee-nsn.gov/GovernmentPages/Department.aspx?departmentID=2600.
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example of the former, we've already seen how Williams incorporated both American and
European immigrant men into her farm in her later years, whereas in diary one these laborers
had largely been Metis. In addition to the Messrs. Carpenter, Crabb, Landry, Erickson, and
others I have already mentioned, the second diary is a veritable litany of men's names, some
of them French but more often than not Anglo or northern European. Most assist her in some
way, like Mr. Bain who helped her with her cattle. 5 1 1 Others, however, just call on her, or are
recorded because of their deaths, marriages, or travels which occur at a distance from Mary.
Interestingly, at no point in the second diary is there a man's name listed as an
intimate part of the Williams family, unless we count John Williams, who came only for two
brief visits in this period. Yet for a diary written by a woman, in a home full of women, the
second book in particular is a diary about men, whom she hires or whom she observes as
distant acquaintances. For instance, she says that "Mr. Harry Church" was wed in July 1867,
but there is no indication she was in attendance. 5 12 In late August 1873, both Mr. Bock and
Mr. Lloyd died at De Pere, she notes. These names, and many others, make no other
appearance in the diary. We never learn how she knew them-or indeed if she really did.
Women are also mentioned in the second diary, though not as frequently. "Kate
Radamaker came over her on the ice," she writes, for instance. Or we could note the curious
entry, "Peggy Handrick died at this house," from 1876. 5 13 Who was this woman with a Dutch
surname, who makes no other appearances? Most female names in the second diary appear to
be young women who "call" on younger members of the Williams family (whom we shall
discuss in a moment). No longer are girls coming from nearby creole families, staying for
extended periods to receive domestic training. Indeed, a great many names are recorded only
511
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once or twice, for events that take place seemingly far off, but still in the larger community.
"Mrs. Walsh died," is all we learn about this one woman, for example, or "Mrs John Collins
her 5th son born," she tells us, in July 1876.5 14 Again, as we saw in Chapter 4, this is a book
where Mary managed the social network rapidly changing all around her, in order to protect
herself from potential alienation in the community.
It is easy to understand why Williams would record events that related to her farm,
such as early frosts, harvest days, or cash transactions. It also makes sense that she would
mark important family visits or other festive occasions (though curiously she only ever notes
one holiday, Christmas of 1877). What is harder to ascertain is why she would take the time
to record so many births, deaths, and seemingly random events for people she hardly knew.
Again, our answers will remain speculative, but a close reading can provide some clues. It
was already explained in a previous chapter that her personality was one of fastidiousness
and that she enjoyed counting exact intervals between events or keeping track of other
people's private business. Again, it is my belief that Williams was using her literacy skills to
give herself feelings of security after a traumatic period in her personal life, during a time of
great change and instability in the territory as well. Keeping track of these events for both
friends and very distant acquaintances made her feel safe, one could say. Undoubtedly, it was
also a form of entertainment for her, a way to pass the evening, perhaps, after a long day of
farming.
Williams recorded the birth, marriage, and death dates of people she didn't know for
practical purposes as well, however. This may hearken back to women in Algonquin and fur
trade societies, who had long been valued for their ability to link distant families in
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relationships of reciprocity. 5 1 5 Traditionally, females were the creators of kinship-a
socio-political structure from which all material resources were derived. 5 1 6 Sometimes
women built kin across vast distances, by marrying in exogamous patterns; other times
refugees or whole groups of new peoples moved into one's territory, and women were needed
to incorporate them. Without females smoothing out the edges of diplomacy through
productive and reproductive labor, a group of people could quickly become "outsiders" (that
is, enemies), leading to violent conflict. 5 1 7 lf we consider this perspective, this period of Mary
Williams's life was not all that different from the "refugee" period in the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries, caused by the Iroquois Wars outlined in the first chapter. Then, large
numbers of Potawatomi, Mesquakie, Wendat, Odawa, and other indigenous peoples moved
west, fleeing violence or seeking opportunities in the trade. 5 1 8 Now, it was Americans and
Northern Europeans coming West, likewise to gain material resources. In both cases, large
groups of outsiders had to be sorted out, in order to maintain peace in the region. The
traditional expectation was that this exhausting, emotionally taxing labor would be performed
by women. This framework can also help us to understand why Williams felt the need to
keep track of so many new acquaintances, even ones at a distance whom she only knew by
reputation. She was moderating and regulating the community for herself in a way that
resembled the work of Menominee women two centuries earlier, who were likewise adapting
to the pressures of colonialism, though of a different kind. The difference, of course, is that
we have Williams' experience in writing.
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At the same time, we can also use Euro-American cultural trends to help us
understand why she recorded these many names. Left virtually to her own devices on her
farm and surrounded by diverse newcomers battling for local resources, Williams could have
easily become an "Indian" in the eyes of the late arrivals, a relic who belonged on a
reservation. To avoid this happening, she took time to incorporate wave after wave of new
neighbors, courting them and cultivating her reputation with a careful eye, to prevent
appearing half-savage like some may have expected her to be. In the process, she gained new
friends and acquaintances who fulfilled her emotional needs as well, though one must
wonder if she always felt nervous about saying or doing the wrong thing in their presence,
thereby triggering a memory that she was part "Indian."
It's interesting to note that none of these new neighbors become truly intimate friends
who are recorded regularly in the diary. Sometimes old Metis friends come to visit as I stated
already, like Georgiana "Georgie" McCarty who had lived across the river from her in the
1830s. It is clear by Williams's tone that she truly cares for this companion. But these
reunions are rare; only two people are discussed with any sort of emotional tenderness on a
consistent basis in the second diary, despite the fact that the text is primarily a social
document, a record of Williams's connections and interactions with the people in her life. In
other words, Williams was harvesting community and ardently working to maintain her
position in a racist society, which seems to have led to a separation that Williams
intentionally constructed between herself and most other beings-including the "being" of
her own diary, which remains distant and aloof most of the time. What took place in the
home, beyond the reaches of her diary on cold nights around the fire or other times when she
felt safe, has not been passed down to history.
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Yet we have to realize also that the society Williams was working so hard to keep her
place in cannot be simply categorized as ''white." When we look at the 1870 national census,
for example, we see a small number of "Indian" and "Black" people on the land in the town
of Lawrence near the Williams residence. We also see that in addition to men and women
born in Wisconsin (including the creoles), there were others listed as ''white" who were from
New York, Norway, Maine, Virginia, the Netherlands, Wales, New Brunswick, Michigan,
Ireland, New Hampshire, Prussia, Austria, England, Saxony, and Bohemia.5 1 9 Whiteness at
this time was very much in flux, as millions of immigrants made their way across the
Atlantic. Were the Irish white? The Germans? Not all native born Americans were in
agreement on this. In other words, Williams was living in a society where the construct of
whiteness was still very much in development; perhaps this allowed her to blend in more
seamlessly, as she was in fact in the majority simply by being a person of questionable
whiteness in American society.
Interestingly, for the most part these diverse newcomers seem to be integrated with
one another on the landscape, not living in clusters of national or linguistic sameness,
according to the census. That is, families from New Brunswick lived next to families from
Virginia, and Prussian farmsteads abutted the few remaining Metis homes by this period. The
Dutch however, stand out on this document, as they are grouped together and somewhat
separate from the rest of their neighbors, living in their own small community. We see this
reflected also in Williams's second diary. Rather than calling Dutch people by name, as she
does all the other settlers, she just writes, "Elles Cronk was married to a Dutchman," "Mr
David Gibson married to Dutch girl," or "John View shot Dutch dog," and so forth.520 In
U.S. National Archives and Records Administration, "United States Census, 1870," Family Search, accessed
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these examples they remain nameless and faceless-foreigners without connection to
Williams, their presence causing friction in the neighborhood. Yet in time, the Dutch would
also be incorporated as Americans. Indeed, most of these "Dutch" entries in the second
Williams diary involve marriages to non-Dutch residents, from families like the Cronks or
the Gibsons, with whom Mary was already acquainted. In time, therefore, some Dutch would
also be incorporated into her network of kin.
For example, in 1877 Mary's friend Mrs. Gibson became a widow. Shortly after Mr.
Gibson's death Williams wrote, "Mrs Mary David Gibson moved [away from] Little Rapids.
She was married nine years, [as of] February, 1877." Mary then looked back to an earlier
entry, because she remembered that Mrs. Mary David Gibson had once been just a "Dutch
girl," whom she had recorded at the Gibson marriage in February, 1868.52 1 From nameless
outsider to neighbor and friend, Williams clearly regretted Mrs. Gibson's departure. Thus, we
see how Mary, an indigenous resident whose existence on the land predated American
settlement, used her diary to help her incorporate strange outsiders into her network of
friends. But who could really claim full belonging in this place, by the 1870s? In the
burgeoning capital of Madison a few hundred miles away, whiteness had become a
prerequisite for citizenship, for full participation in Wisconsin society. Here along the Fox
River, however, in a rural community where few residents had a solid claim to lawmakers'
ideal vision of a respectable society, neighbors grew accustomed to one another in more
nuanced ways. By the end of the century, Germans, Dutch, Irish, Norwegians, and even
creoles of mixed Native heritage had all become "white," leaving only African Americans
and Natives on reservations as excluded people of outsider status. In Williams's lifetime,
such categories were not as clearly demarcated.
521
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The key takeaway is that, from the sibling frolics of her twenties, to the hired laborers
of her fifties, to the inclusion of new immigrants like the Redemakers, Ericksons, and
"Dutch" families nearer the end of her life, Williams remained open-minded and adaptable to
new company, both for her mental wellbeing and for her safety and protection in the
community at large. In her latest years, she also may have benefitted from a new trend in the
American memory of settler colonialism, in order to further secure her belonging. By
midcentury, there began to be an interest in the "early days" of settlement, and by the 1870s
this has swelled to nostalgia for not only the first days on the frontier, but also the Wisconsin
Metis.522 Texts published in this era about the first wave of colonization use phrases like
"mysterious," "merry," "primitive [but] polite," and "warm" when remembering the old
"French" inhabitants. No longer a threat to American sovereignty in the region by this era,
they were treated less with repulsion for their mixed ancestry and more with nostalgia and
allure.
Williams was remembered during this decade, we know, as the lonely French woman
who lived on the hill; though the census recorded her as "half indian," she served formal
meals in an archaic manner and welcomed guests with famous French hospitality.523 Did she
do this intentionally to play up her "French" lineage? Whether intentional or not, by the end
of her life her French manners and language skills had become an asset to her. They
demonstrated that she belonged there as part of the first wave of so-called pioneers, in the
way a stately old home in need of repair does. She was, one could say, an artifact from the
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settlement's earliest period that would have been a shame to tear down or destroy [Figure
33].
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Figure 33. Mary Hobart Williams Portrait, in Lawson, Prince Or Creole, 209.
The exact year this image was taken is unknown, but based on Williams's appearance, it
would have been during the time when she wrote the second diary. This image was found
among her adopted daughter Josephine's things, upon her death. Outsiders may have seen
her as a busybody or perhaps as a relic from a simpler time, but her diaries portray her as
industrious and very occupied by family life-that is, with the home she ran with Nanny
and Josephine.
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Yet despite this aura of elegance which harkened back to a simpler time (or so it
seemed to many Americans), it must also be said that Mary's world was markedly more
crowded and even threatening by the time she penned her second diary. We've already seen
how her hired help Mrs. Landry disputed with her husband and was arrested for stealing.
Years later, another unknown girl was spied stealing items from the Beaulieu residence.524
Other entries record the deaths of animals shot and "killed on the tract," or of animal thefts
by unknown persons.525 The Civil War had no doubt also brought its share of tragedy to the
community, though she does not mention this overtly. Her son John, we know, registered for
the draft in 1863 (though it seems he did not serve), but she had cousins who did not survive
the conflict.526 Industrial deaths also begin to appear in the postwar period: one local man is
killed on the lock in the journal, another on the railroad tracks. Though it was not recorded
(the second diary ends a few years before this incident), her son also died in an industrial
accident in the 1880s. When Mary heard the news it was said she never recovered from it,
dying shortly thereafter. A few years after her death, her brother Thomas was likewise killed
in a factory accident. He was the fifteenth man to perish after an explosion in a paper mill,
pierced by a piece of flying iron.527
In another shocking incident, Mr. Knute Erickson-the man from Norway who had
helped Mary without pay and whose family had become their close friends-"went to jail for
committing rape" on Christmas Eve, 1877.528 She tells us that "N Erickson was bail[ed] out
for 5 hun[dred dollars] till the same day he went back to jail." Of course, we never learn
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whom he assaulted, whether he was guilty, or why he went back so suddenly, but we do find
out that a few weeks later, he was bailed out yet again. The lack of a complete story is, as
always, frustrating, but we can easily infer that Williams was disturbed by the incident. All
prior entries to Mr. Erickson involved his helpfulness and his close proximity to her and her
family. She had felt safe in his company and considered him a reliable neighbor up to this
point, so the news of his arrest must have come as quite a shock. It is no wonder she built a
wall between herself and the outside world in her diaries.
This is not to say that crime did not take place before American arrival or in the early
days of settlement. However, the crimes in diary two are very different from those in diary
one and happen more frequently. Instead of occasional acts of violence between settlers and
Native Americans, we now see anonymous crimes like thefts, crimes relating to new and
dangerous technology, and of course crimes committed by neighbors-those you had come
to trust, those you didn't expect. Indigenous people were no longer seen as the primary threat
in this settler society by the 1870s, which made people like Mary Williams less of a threat,
but instead thieves, vagrant and violent white men (many who came West without families or
women), and the dangers of capitalist industry were to be feared by the community. We must
ask ourselves what it must have been like to be a woman of known indigenous descent living
without male protection in this place. Though the Fox River Valley was now "civilized" and
firmly controlled by the American government, it had by the late nineteenth century become
far more violent than it was in the earliest days of settlement.
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Nanny and Josephine
To conclude our story, perhaps the most important thing that Mary Williams did to
make herself safe and secure in this increasingly violent society was to create a new family
for herself, for physical and psychological protection. If Williams survived and thrived on her
land by adapting her community and family support network to meet the challenges of a
changing society, no better example of this exists than that of Nanny and Josephine.
In the previous chapter, we learned that Williams had adopted a Menominee girl,
whom she refers to as "Little Mary" in her first diary. Very little can be found in the archive
about this person, but we do know that she remained in the Williams household for the
duration of Williams's life (who truly deserves her own biography), indeed the duration of
her own as well since she came to inherit the property. 529 "Little Mary" became "Nanny" in
her later years, and her name is mentioned dozens of times in the second diary. After
Marguerite Gravelle's death, for example, Nanny became the woman in charge of the
Williams sugar camp. In the diary, she also travels frequently to Duck Creek, the Bay, De
Pere, and to neighbors' residences on errands. She sells butter, spins yarn, collects wild rice,
goes to church, helps with the livestock, and so on. If we recall that Williams only recorded
the events and transactions which connected her to the wider community, then it is surprising
Nanny is mentioned as often as she is. It is likely that her labor was for the most part
domestic and thus not recorded. She would have been the one to do most of the cooking,
laundry, and other tasks which freed Williams up for farm management.
Yet it is also likely that Nanny provided emotional intimacy and day-to-day
companionship, being the only other adult in the residence for many years. By this I do not
mean that their relationship was sexual, though physical intimacy between female friends
529
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was more acceptable in Williams's day than is commonly recognized. 530 They could have
easily shared a bed, a hug, a breakfast plate without any need for us to label them "lesbians,"
though of course sexual partnership is a possibility. Whatever the true nature of their
relationship, it is clear that Nanny's presence made Mary Williams feel fulfilled and like part
of something worth building and maintaining. This is a very different defmition of family
from the one she was born into: nuclear, intimate, and personally satisfying rather than vast,
paternalistic, and founded on relationships of mutual obligation. Even her family had adapted
to meet the challenges of a new era, later in the century. Though Williams was the head of the
household, both figuratively and on the census, these two women worked together to sustain
the property and each other for many years. Williams took on the role of husband and Nanny
that of wife. It may not have been a relationship of equals, but few if any marriages were in
that period. Part daughter, part servant, part companion, part friend, Mary Williams owed
much of her success to the little orphan who grew up to be her lifelong partner, the child who
stayed and became her safety net.
Then, in the 1850s Nanny had a daughter, whom they named Josephine. This is
telling, because it was the name given to the only one of Mary Williams's siblings who died
in infancy-Josephine Jourdain.53 1 It was, therefore, a family name and points to Williams's
claim of the girl as her own kin from the beginning. Josephine became the energetic center of
the family who brought the women joy as they aged. We do not know who her father was,
though likely it was a man of European or mixed ancestry because Nanny was recorded as
"Indian" but her daughter as "half-indian" on at least one census.532 This leads to the question
53
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of whether Josephine was a product of rape. We don't know whether the relationship that
produced Josephine was consensual, or how the act of her conception affected Nanny (or
Mary) emotionally, but we do know it was not a legal union, and there is no evidence of a
male partner for Nanny later in life in Williams's diary. Whether by chance or as a product of
trauma, both women seem to have forsworn the intimate company of men by the 1850s. As a
widow, this would have been somewhat socially acceptable for Williams. We see, therefore,
in the pages of the first diary that Josephine was raised by two women, indeed was raised in a
family entirely without men, though beyond the walls of the home there were plenty of male
neighbors and friends.
A few salient points stand out in the entries relating to Josephine. First, it is clear that
she was beloved by Mary Williams. Williams describes clothing she buys the girl and the
outings she takes; Williams obviously enjoyed indulging the young woman. 533 Second, it is
also clear that Josephine regularly defied conventions for middle-class American women,
perhaps suggesting an indigenous skill set learned from her mother or from an Oneida friend,
or maybe just the rural habits she learned as a sort of "tomboy" growing up on the river.
Either way, the first time we meet her as a teenager, she is spearfishing. 534 A few years later
she hurts her hand, Mary tells us (doing what she does not say). Two weeks later though,
Josephine is out again, hunting rabbits. At the same time, we also see her courting,
socializing, and wearing new dresses (as one might expect for a white woman her age). She
also travels regularly to De Pere, the Bay, and other places, sometimes with her mother
Narmy and sometimes independently. 535
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Material wealth and an active social life are clearly points of pride for Williams when
it comes to Josephine. In addition to noting every time she buys the girl clothing (something
she does not do for herself or Nanny), she also notes when suitors bring Josephine gifts,
when she attends an outing or party, and when her friends come calling. Yet Josie (as
Williams sometimes calls her) does her fair share around the farm, in addition to shopping
and socializing. As her mothers age, she takes on more and more of the physical labor
commonly performed by men. We know Williams had hired out these tasks for many years,
or relied on friendly help from neighbors, but by the time Josephine was in her twenties she
was the one most often found building the horse stalls, sowing the buckwheat, ploughing,
haying, and planting peas. (We saw her in the introduction to this project, mowing after an
August frost, if we recall.) 536
This trend in the diaries may indicate a change in the neighborly economy at large,
with fewer neighbors willing and able to help than before. Perhaps they were increasingly
relying on the marketplace rather than the informal trading network of extended
relationships. Young girls were going to school by the 1870s, rather than being hired out to
local families, and more goods were purchased in town rather than traded over garden fences.
Perhaps it was also becoming more difficult to pay for hired labor. Josephine was born at just
the right time, in other words, when the demands of a competitive economy were beginning
to put pressure on the Williams family and their nineteen acre property. Though still clearly
part of a larger network in the 1860s and 1870s, the farm was subtly growing more isolated
than it had been-ironically so considering the influx of new neighbors. Simply put, having a
young woman around to do additional labor is what kept the farm going later in the century.
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So we can conclude that the three women worked together to sustain their family, by
dividing the labor-masculine and feminine-among themselves in ways that worked best
for them. The head of household was Williams of course, who worked as manager and
overseer. The domestic labor was performed by Nanny with some help from servants, and in
time Josephine took on the heavy lifting that made them largely self-reliant. This is the
family Williams created for herself after her husband departed and died, after her son built
his own life elsewhere, after her the Metis network grew thin, and she found herself
surrounded by thousands of new neighbors. It is a family that defies our conceptions of both
agricultural and indigenous households in the early republic and opens our minds to diverse
new configurations.
This is also a far cry from the "lonely woman on the hill" picture we get from local
histories. In addition to their "smash upon the hand car" in 1876, which we enjoyed in
Chapter 5, there are a surprising number of social events or moments of levity in the later
pages of the diary. This was due, in part, to the developing neighborhood, but mostly to the
instigations of Josephine, who was a single woman with a sociable personality. There's a
barn dance, a quilting bee, com huskings, a "German picnic," and other gatherings that align
with traditional conceptions of Euro-American rural social life in the nineteenth century. 537
The family even purchased an accordion in 1877. Thus, we see that Williams's reputation as
a tragic figure, who lived in a "lonely cabin about ten miles south of Green Bay," was not her
true experience, even though she lacked a husband and many biological offspring. In her own
diaries it seems she saw her life to be one of excitement, successful management, and
family. 538
537
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When Williams died in 1886, the "Franco-Menominee wife of Eleazar Williams"
willed her property to her lifelong companion, Nanny.539 Josephine then inherited the farm
after her biological mother's death, and she lived there for most of her long life. After years
of courting and postponing marriage, Josephine was wed in 1890 when she was nearing forty.
Her husband was a Civil War Congressional Medal of Honor recipient named Josiah
Phillips.540 By 1900, however, we know she was widowed, living at the Little Rapids with
two children of her own, Ivan and Mary-possibly step-children left in her care with her
husband's passing.54 1
Unfortunately, it seems she fell on hard times around the turn of the century, as she
was found guilty in 1897 of stealing a stove and other items from Wendel Phillips (a relative
of her husband, Josiah Phillips maybe?).542 Interestingly, the judge only fined her one dollar
for the crime, perhaps implying that she had local, if not legal claim to the household items
she had taken. A stove, after all, is a strange and difficult thing to steal, implying desperation,
as the author of the brief newspaper article hints at. In 1906 we also find her on a published
list of soldiers' widows who were receiving money from the state.543 Finally, we know she
sold some of Mary Williams's prized possessions for cash, their value more significant
because they were owned, not by Mary, but by the so-called Lost Dauphin. Thus, though
Josephine clearly possessed a bold spirit and a work ethic, she was not able to maintain the
property in the same way as her two mothers had. There many reasons why this might have
been-a changing economy, fewer friends to help her, less of a head for business maybe. We
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can't be certain, though we can say that it would have been more difficult to sustain a family
on nineteen acres alone by the twentieth century than it had been in 1850.
By the 1940s, as we know, the land had transferred to the state, likely because she
could not pay its taxes. When she died in 1924 at age 71, Josephine's obituary was yet
another example of the overshadowing power of the lost dauphin narrative, which obscures
the achievements of at least three indigenous women to this day:
De Pere News - Dec. 31, 1924
"Protege of Lost Dauphin Passes Away "
Josephine, daughter of ''Nanny " Williams, dies. Josephine Phillips, well known
resident of the town of Lawrence, whose residence was near Hickory Grove
sanatorium, died in a Green Bay hospital on New Year '.s Eve, Dec. 31 . . . There was a
large attendance at the services and the floral offerings were numerous. . .
Mrs. Phillips was one of the last remaining characters who was immediately
connected with the household of Eleazer Williams, the so-called ''Lost Dauphin " of
France. Williams was an Episcopalian missionary to the Oneida Indians. He adopted
a young American native who later became well known as ''Nanny " Williams.
Josephine Williams was her daughter, and she, too, was adopted by Eleazer Williams.
After the death of Rev. Eleazer Williams and his wife, ''Nanny " Williams fell heir to
their property near Little Rapids, and she lived there with her daughter Josephine
until her death. Josephine was born there and lived upon the place all her life. 544
This summary of her life, while not exactly inaccurate, downplays the role of her two
mothers, making Eleazar Williams the central figure instead, despite his death in New York
sixty-six years earlier when Josephine was still a young girl. The author was clearly more
interested in entertaining readers than he was in telling the story of Josephine's dynamic life.
Like Mary, it's clear that Josephine had a passion for the land and for the diverse
community of the Fox River Valley. The end of the obituary tells us that her son-in-law had
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uprooted the family for the Pacific Northwest the previous year. Josephine, however, "having
lived here for so many years, was unable to reconcile herself to her new surroundings and
continually longed for her old home and friends." When her health began to decline they
returned to the farm, but it was too late. Josephine Williams, it was said, died of
homesickness.

Conclusion
In the three chapters of Part II of this project, we have traced the way that Mary
Williams adapted and evolved throughout her life to meet the demands of a changing settler
society. In Chapter 4 we noted the form and structure of the two journals she left to us,
observing how she used her English language literacy to order and maintain her world after a
period of personal tragedy. In Chapter 5 we focused on her labor, as both a mother and as a
farmer, each of which exemplify as well as defy her gender and identity as an indigenous
woman. Finally, in this chapter we observed the aptly named community of the Little Rapids,
which was swiftly changing from year to year. Williams was our fixed point on the land, as
others moved in and out of the space, up and down the river. We saw that in her first diary
there were many newcomers, traveling through and sometimes stopping at her property, but
this was nothing compared to the massive settlement patterns noted in the second diary. As
her husband failed her, her son moved away, her parents and siblings died or lost interest, and
her extended Metis kin network declined, Williams worked to link herself with Anglos and
other newly arrived immigrants, in order to demonstrate her belonging in the community
where she was born and to fulfill her own emotional needs. Again, we can think of the figure
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ofNanabozho, a master shape-shifter who brings technology and wisdom to the people so
that they can survive the inevitable changes of nature and society.
Indeed, as society grew more violent and the economy made life on a nineteen acre
farm more challenging by the 1860s, the family Mary built with Narmy and their daughter
Josephine was critical to her stability and well-being, both materially and psychologically.
Simply put, this is the period when she sounds happiest in the diary. So, despite her later
reputation as a victimized girl married to a charlatan who grew into a lonely relic, her
journals demonstrate the opposite: that Williams constructed a self-determined and fulfilling
life for herself that was modem, social, and dynamic, and which defies our expectations for
so many categories of nineteenth-century women. Though a widowed, Native, female, Mary
Williams was able to adapt and adjust to her changing environment, not just surviving the
changes that came as a product of Americanization, but in fact embracing them and even
mastering them as they came. Almost unbelievably, this woman who for more than a century
has been seen as a storyless victim, remained stable and successful, proud and in control of
her property, until her death in the 1880s thanks to her own perspicacity and the help of her
female family.
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Epilogue
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This project was researched, written, and edited during the Covid-19 pandemic. I
located the diaries in November 2019, visited the archive in December, and found myself
quarantined by March, as we all did. This project would therefore not have been possible a
decade or more ago, when I was an undergraduate. The sheer volume of digitalized sources
and well-oiled search engines that have flooded the internet since I did my bachelor's degree
is overwhelming, but wonderful. I'm particularly grateful to the Wisconsin Historical
Society. Even though I gave them a good grilling in my analysis, I am also awed by the
access to primary sources available on their website and am not ungracious.
Yet the groundwork for this project was laid the fall before the pandemic, in a
feminist methodology course taught by Dr. Jacqueline Goodman of the Department of
Women and Gender Studies at Eastern Michigan University. There, I felt validated for the
first time for my instinct, which told me that history should be as careful, source-based, and
objective as possible, but also rooted in our personal experiences and in the needs of our
communities. For that reason, as the bell tolled for 2019 and I prepared to defend my
prospectus, I felt energized to not only research and write, but to also do the essential work of
reaching out to Green Bay community members, in order to ground my project in the present
and in the practice of reflexivity. (There is a chapter in another dimension about the Bay
Metis in modem memory, both among residents of the city and among the Menominee
Nation. Perhaps that will make it into the dissertation.)
There was one individual, however, whom I did reach out to virtually and who
pushed me to remember that there are real women and men still bound up in the story of the
mixed-race indigenous community of Green Bay. In her mind, our lack of knowledge of the
mixed-race indigenous community around the Great Lakes and the way they were forced to
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assimilate has real world consequences in the present. This woman I have chosen to keep
anonymous because she runs an illegal website-illegal because she has worked there to
compile copyrighted sources from the Wisconsin Historical Society about the creole
community. These documents are in the historical society 's archives and require a fee to
access, or the ability to drive to Madison on a weekday. I would not have had access during
the pandemic if it were not for her Robin Hooding. In her words, she liberates documents by
posting them online so that "regular people who work on their genealogies" and who
discover that they have an "Indian relative" can learn more about their mixed-race families
and personal ties to the Menominee, Odawa, and other indigenous nations.
This individual is a local businesswoman without any formal training, and so she says
she did not originally know that posting two-hundred-year-old shopping lists could get her
into trouble. Speaking to her on the phone, I couldn't help but recall Ebenezer Childs'
memory of the Doty marriage trials, which led to feelings of "intense indignation" over
matters of licensing and paperwork in 1823.545 In both cases, the government seemed to be
meddling where they shouldn't in the minds of local people. My source says she feels
validated in her continued upkeep of the site, however, because in her view the historical
society and local librarians are not fulfilling their responsibilities to the community. "The
community doesn't feel they have access to historic documents," she personally believes.
Though historians are trained in the process of finding and interpreting them, this does not
suffice for the larger community that wants to see the record with their own eyes in this "fake
news"-filled twenty-first century. For her, archivists have the sources tucked away on shelves
or stored on microfiche, keeping them inaccessible to lower class people on purpose, and so
few Bay residents today know about who the "French founders of the city really were," she
545
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says. Not of a meek temperament, she says the archivists are "covening culture keepers," in
on a secret they aren't telling the larger community on purpose.
"When I was a kid I learned that this had just been one big empty forest, with here
and there a stray Indian," she said angrily. Frustrated by how incomplete her knowledge was
having gone through the Green Bay school system in the 1960s and 1970s, as an adult she
began to dig deeper. This is what led her to discover she had an ancestor who was a Gardipee
-one of Mary Williams' Metis neighbor families, mentioned in the second diary. By
studying her own genealogy, she had stumbled upon the "secret" that the Menominee were in
fact the indigenous inhabitants of the region (rather than the Oneida, as most residents
believe). She learned also that Menominee women had intermarried with every new group
that came to their country-French, British, Odawa, Wendat, Potawatomi, African American,
Anglo American, European, ''you name it"-until the community by the 1830s looked like a
shockingly rich tapestry. She was also incensed by new knowledge of the treaty process,
which deprived indigenous residents of their homelands and access to food and resources,
and was shocked to realize that many indigenous people, including her own ancestors, were
forced to choose to assimilate as white in order to avoid removal from their own country.
All this she accomplished without the assistance of-indeed, to hear her tell it, with
direct hostility from-the professional historical community. The Menominee Nation had
warmly received her concept for a site on the Green Bay Metis, she said, but local librarians
and archivists told her the idea was illegal and she was unqualified to take it on. In time,
however, access to democratic sites like Ancestry.com, gave her the ability to easily access
some meaningful historical data, which she put to use immediately. Running friends and
acquaintances through the server, she saw that she was not the only living descendant of the
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Green Bay Metis; a number of the "old, white families" in the city have indigenous
ancestors, she says. Excited to share her findings, she was astonished to realize that people
didn't want to hear the story. "They were all coming to me secretly saying 'I knew my great
grandmother was an Indian,"' she told me, but when she tried to make these stories public,
no one wanted to claim their mixed-race ancestry.
Whether we want to admit it or not, "whiteness" is a constructed identity that was
crafted in the past, not by one individual with seditious intentions, but gradually, on the
federal, state, and local levels, over access to limited resources. As American settlers came to
the Bay, they established systems of privilege that only ''white" people could access, creating
a legal color line between white and Indian (and also Black) that had not previously existed.
Williams had to pick a side and fight to remain on it publicly, as did the rest of her creole
neighbors, as we've seen. Over generations the Bay creoles married newcomers, until their
memories became legends of an "Indian grandmother" rather than complex, detailed
histories. If it is true that people today still resist going public with the knowledge that their
Indian grandmothers were real people, this suggests that settler colonialism has not ended.
The color line still exists, being white still has power that people of color cannot fully access,
and the histories of mixed-race people like Mary Williams and the Gardipees are a threat to
this white identity.
More and more scholars seem to be-like my anonymous source-drawn to stories
that defy tired conceptions of the Old Northwest as being monochromatic farm country, with
the "races" absent before the Great Migration or living separately. To this point, we know
that Williams and her fellow Metis weren't the only people of color living near the Little
Rapids in the nineteenth century. For example, the federal census reports that in 1870 Mr. and
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Mrs. Davis (from New York and Ireland respectively) lived nearby with an eleven year old
African American boy named Andrew Robinson. Andrew had been born in Mississippi
before the end of slavery, but by 1870 he was living with this white couple in Wisconsin. 546
Where were his biological parents? How was he being treated? How did he feel about being a
visibly different sort of person, in this rural community?
Likewise, we see that there was a Black man in the neighborhood named Adna
Johnson. Born in Tennessee, he was living with Moses and Lavina Clough in 1880, an
elderly white couple from New Hampshire. Presumably, he was a hired man who came North
after slavery ended, but we can't be certain yet. We do know, however, that he was like
Andre Robinson, living as a person of color within a white family. But that same year, an
entirely black family was listed in the area as owning land as well. The census says that the
Thompsons had migrated from New York with their four children, and the father, William,
worked as a wagon maker. They were the only black family in the town of Lawrence in the
1880s, but they lived like Williams on a farm of their own, among white Americans.
Scholar Tiya Miles has opened our eyes to early histories of African Americans in the
Great Lakes Region, demonstrating that black women and men lived there not only before
Jim Crow, but even before the American Revolution. Their lives were tenuous, their stability
never certain. Her work also demonstrates that sharp boundaries between the races in this
area have only ever existed in the white imagination. 547 It is my hope that future scholarship
will continue to explore these border-crossing historical narratives, and that people like my
U.S. National Archives and Records Administration, "United States Census, 1870," Family Search, accessed
May 23, 2021, https://familysearch.org/ark:/61903/1: 1 :MN9S-JH3. U.S. National Archives and Records
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anonymous source will feel more empowered to explore these stories themselves. By this I
mean stories of migration like those of Andre Robinson, Adna Johnson, and the Thompson
Family (and most of their Euro-American neighbors), but I also mean accounts of times
when "the border crossed them," like the case of Mary Williams.548 These narratives add
complexity to an area of the country too often seen-like the diaries-as dull, bovine, not
worth studying. Positioning ourselves in the unique standpoints of people who defied
borders, government dichotomies, and simplistic definitions, however, we can move away
from stereotypes and victim narratives, into explorations of the challenges and joys of daily
life as they were experienced by people (like Williams) who did not quite fit into correct
categories of race, gender, and family in early America. This, I believe, is a powerful way to
heal wounds in the present. They also make for interesting stories.
My source in Green Bay is, of course, only one voice in the much larger
conversations about racial identity and access to historical documents in the state of
Wisconsin. The pandemic prevented me from talking to other librarians and archivists, who
may very well have other opinions about their work disseminating the story of the Wisconsin
Metis. In the future I hope to include their stories as well. Still, frustrations about easily
accessing the historical record ring true in my mind, after speaking to this one woman. The
lives of indigenous and mixed-race people in Wisconsin have yet to be seriously told on a
public level, in schools and in local sources of history, in a way that is meaningfully imbibed
by people who are not professional historians. For this reason, it feels like a secret, hidden
history. Therefore I believe it is time we move away from the silencing narrative of
multiculturalism, with all its good intentions, and toward a more complicated analysis of the
Lucy Eldersveld Murphy, Great Lakes Creoles: A French-Indian Community on the Northern Borderlands,
Prairie du Chien, 1 750-1860 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 13.
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past and the nuanced development of the modem state of Wisconsin, in academic as well as
public history. The sources are there, if we give the people access. Like in Williams's story, I
have no doubt that there will be few "bad guys" and "good guys" if we look deeply, but
instead many complicated characters making good and bad decisions moment by moment,
collectively building reality as we know it in the present.
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